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SUMMARY 
The study is concerned with the history of black and 
white women in Australia during the colonial period. 
Particular emphasis is on the variety of cross-cultural 
relationships which developed between women during that 
time. 
As a 
discussed 
taken by 
starting point, male frontier violence is 
and compared with the more moderate approach 
women faced with threatening situations. Among 
Europeans, women are revealed as being generally less 
racist than men. This was a significant factor in their 
ability to forge bonds with black women and occasionally 
with black men. 
The way in which contacts with Aborigines were made is 
explored and the impact of them on the women concerned is 
assessed, as far as possible from both points of view. 
Until now, these experiences have been omitted from 
colonial history, yet I believe they were an important 
element in racial relations. It will be seen that some of 
these associations were warm, friendly and satisfying to 
both sides, and often included a good deal of mutual 
assistance. Others involved degrees of exploitation. Both 
are examined in detail, using a variety of sources which 
include the works of modern Aboriginal writers. 
This study presents a new aspect of the female 
experience which was neglected until the emergence of the 
feminist historians in the 1960's. It properly places 
women, both black and white, within Australian colonial 
history. 
Pref ace 
Anne Summers has alluded to Australia as "Manzone 
Country", in which the historical tradition, so far as the 
work of least one historian is concerned, celebrates "a 
wholly male universe depicted from a man's point of view." 1 
This tradition has its origins in the mode of initial 
white settlement. Free white men commanded the First Fleet, 
disembarked first at Sydney Cove to formally proclaim the 
colony, and made the first contact with the Aborigines. The 
few free women who accompanied our illustrious founding 
fathers were very peripheral indeed to the momentous male 
business of establishing the colony. The absence of a lady 
in the Governor's house probably reinforced this 
overwhelming masculinity. 
Women remained largely invisible to male historians of 
later periods. Some came near to canonising Caroline 
Chisholm for her work among single girls sent from Britain 
to become wives - or concubines - of settlers, and mothers 
of the next generation, but paid little or no attention to 
the rest of the female population. Admittedly their numbers 
were small, but were they really so utterly unimportant? 
Over the last twenty years or so, due to the work of 
feminist historians, it has become clear that women made a 
much greater contribution to the development of Australia 
than was ever previously imagined. They were involved in a 
wide range of successful business undertakings, 
particularly in early Sydney. 
However, little was known about the female presence 
away from settled areas. The outback was where men battled 
the natural elements and savage Aborigines. White women who 
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ventured into this male world - and sometimes it was 
conceded that a few did so - took their lives into their 
own hands. 
This was an assumption that I began to question as my 
reading widened. It was impossible to ignore the stories of 
white women in the outback whose experiences with 
Aborigines, especially with women, were very positive. 
Wherever white women went, they came into contact with 
Aborigines. This study sets out to consider the nature of 
that contact, and to make a comparison with the white male 
experience. It is based principally on manuscripts, 
biographies and published versions of the letters, diaries 
and reminiscences of colonial women. I am also much 
indebted to Judi th Murray-Prior of the University of New 
England. Our contentions differ, but her thesis Women 
Settlers and Aborigines so grasped my imagination that it 
became the catalyst for the present work. 
Conscious of the need to achieve a balance in my 
dissertation, I have read the works of a number of 
Aboriginal historians, biographers and other writers, and 
have been considerably influenced by them, particularly, of 
course, by women. These include Ruby Langford, Sally 
Morgan, Glenyse Ward, Ida West and others, like Patsy Cohen 
and Della Walker, who have collaborated with white friends 
in the recording of their stories. It is my hope that they, 
too, will agree with my belief that the violence of 
nineteenth century Australia was tempered a little, in some 
areas at least, by the mutual goodwill of women. 
I ri. t :rod. u.. ct i ori. 
The feminist historian Susan Hunt has said: 
" ... Women have rarely been seen as central 
to colonial settlement and development ... In 
Australian nineteenth century society, women 
were seen as secondary to and dependent on 
men. Women' s concerns were overshadowed by 
those of men ... Official records relating to 
women's issues were not kept and women 
rarely kept their own. Hence, they became 
invisible and, in historical terms, largely 
inarticulate ... " 1 
3 
Given the subordinate status of even the most highly 
educated women in contemporary Britain and the fact that 
the new society mirrored the British structure, their 
initial position in Australia was a foregone conclusion. As 
well, the majority were convicts, to whom no importance was 
attached despite the obvious intelligence of at least the 
few who managed to smuggle letters home. 
From contemporary accounts it appears that the thirty 
or so free women among the first settlers, most of whom 
were the wives of Marines2 , took no active part in founding 
the colony. Indeed, their role was so passive that the 
(male) journal keepers of the day scarcely acknowledged 
their presence, except when one or other of them gave birth 
to a child. a This fact lends weight to Elizabeth West's 
theory that they were included in the First Fleet because 
" ... white 
efficient 
women were seen as necessary 
colonization in order both 
for 
to 
reproduce the white supremacists, and to 
help maintain the values of white 
civilisation. White women, it is generally 
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believed, would not only have a civilising 
influence on their own men, but would also 
dispense civilised values to the native 
population, male and female ... "4 
Certainly the convict women would not have been 
considered suitable as mothers of future colonial leaders. 
Whether those who were free exerted any refining influence 
in the first settlement, either inside or outside their 
makeshift homes, will never be known. Mary Johnson, wife of 
the colonial chaplain, was the only "lady" among them, but 
if she wrote letters and kept diaries - as ladies of the 
day usually did - none seem to have survived. 
Among the letters 
preserved are those of 
probably the first white 
her home (see Chapter 2) , 
records of colonial life 
of "ladies" which have been 
Elizabeth Macarthur. She was 
woman to seek interests outside 
and her letters are valuable 
and early relationships with 
Aborigines, in whom she was intensely interested. Elizabeth 
Macarthur had a strong personality, and it is unlikely that 
she would have been content merely to sit and listen in the 
company of men. One imagines her engaging in spirited 
discussions with her husband and his brother officers, and 
commanding respect for her observations and opinions. Yet 
if this was so, it did not gain her a place among the 
record keepers. 
From the comprehensive records left by early male 
settlers, beginning with officials of the First Fleet, male 
historians have shaped remarkably uniform accounts of the 
origins of white Australia, in which the notable characters 
are courageous white men, hostile natives and depraved 
convict women. The latter were often so labelled, not 
always accurately, by men only too pleased to use them as 
prostitutes. In this regard, the insufferably righteous and 
of ten maudlin Ralph Clark!! was a prime offender, 
degenerating as he did from moral judge to father of a 
daughter by a convict mother. 6 
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As settlement expanded, men moved boldly out into the 
bush with shepherds, herds and flocks. Women, if they were 
there - and a few were - trundled uncomfortably along in 
covered wagons at the rear of the cavalcades. Manning Clark 
emphasises the essential maleness of such excursions: 
" ... After filling the drays with 
provisions ... the squatter, with his stock, 
his workers, and possibly his wife, set out 
for the bush ... "7 
The women who, for instance, crossed the Murray River 
with some of the first overlanding parties were not 
included in mainstream accounts of these ventures. 
Elizabeth (Mrs John) Hepburn may have been the first of 
them; she crossed with her two children in February 1838. 8 
In June that year Mrs Julia Broadribb crossed, followed a 
day later by Mrs George Kinchington. Three months later, it 
was the turn of Mrs Docker, her niece Jane Workman and the 
Docker children, including Mary Jane aged ten.9 
Having arrived at their destinations, presumably 
determined by men, these women were occasionally credited 
in records with establishing new homes under frightening 
conditions, haunted by the spectre of murderous attacks by 
Aborigines. Little else about the lives of these supposedly 
timid and feminine creatures was considered worthy of 
inclusion. They were few in number and the value of their 
domestic and maternal duties, perhaps augmented by dairy 
work and gardening, was overlooked by historians of the 
period as well as those who came later. 
Also of little importance to male historians was the 
effect on women of the loneliness of the outback, although 
the experience of their own sex was of sympathetic concern. 
Yet women often suffered acutely from the lack of female 
companionship and help in times of need. Some, reaching the 
point of absolute desperation, walked many miles to visit a 
"neighbour". 
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The "mateship" of the bush was a peculiarly white male 
phenomenon, owing its origins, according to Russell Ward, 
to isolation and common purpose. The idea of a similar 
female experience, especially if it crossed racial 
barriers, did not occur to Ward, but as we shall see, such 
attachments were by no means unknown. They are a particular 
focus of this study. 
Since women were of so little importance at the time, 
it is indeed interesting that more recently some historians 
have uncovered evidence that they have been fundamentally 
responsible for the disintegration of the British Empire. 
This notion of female guilt is not new. After all, 
ever since Adam ate the apple in the Garden of Eden and 
then tried to square off with the Lord by blaming Eve for 
offering it to him, women of all creeds and colours have 
had the blame for male misdeeds shifted on to them. They 
appear to have been the scapegoats when an explanation for 
the failure of the British Empire has been required. 
In White Women in Fiji 1835-1930: The ruin of 
Empire?1 ° Claudia Knapman has examined the proposition put 
forward by a number of historians, that the role of 
expatriate white women has long been incorrectly 
interpreted. Once considered mere minor appendages and 
peripheral to the serious male business of colony-founding, 
they have instead apparently exerted a highly undesirable 
influence in the matter of racial issues. It is they who, 
following in the wake of the male vanguard, are now 
reproached for attempting to impose European standards and 
customs upon indigenous native populations and for creating 
rigid social barriers between white and coloured. 
Perhaps most damaging of all, Knapman has suggested, 
was the insistence of white women that their men terminate 
liaisons with native women. When the first European men 
began arriving in Fiji, their survival depended on 
acceptance by the local people. Sexual alliances symbolised 
assimilation and thus were seen as essential to racial 
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harmony. The strait-laced white women who objected to them, 
argues Knapman, lacked understanding of such delicate 
matters. 
The same line of thought has been pursued by Judi th 
Murray-Prior in her thesis Women Settlers and Aborigines.11 
Al though the scope of the study is confined to the New 
England region of New South Wales, it is implicit that this 
area could be regarded as the microcosm of colonial 
Australia. 
According to Murray-Prior, the mode of settlement of 
the Australian outback closely resembled British 
colonisation elsewhere in that 
" ... the usual pattern was that men chose and 
cleared their properties before asking a 
woman to join them. This meant that the 
important initial contacts with Aborigines 
were made by men ... 11 12 
These early contacts were later irreparably damaged because 
" ... the social 
women settlers 
regarding the 
environment and role of the 
bred ignorance and fear 
Aborigines. This in turn 
increased overall fear and tension in 
Aborigine-settler relations and hindered 
inter-racial harmony and understanding ... " 13 
Here again white women were handy scapegoats, arriving 
as they so often did simultaneously with, or just in 
advance of, the first eruption of vigorous Aboriginal 
resistance to the appropriation of their land and food 
supplies. News travelled slowly and one item, repeated 
along grapevines over a period of weeks or months, could 
become several. Sensational newspaper reports at times 
seemed designed to create unnecessary fear. Al though the 
South Australian Register at one point warned readers of 
the danger of "the exaggeration which is afloat in 
Adelaide"1 4 following the theft of sheep from a station 
"somewhere out east", the Sydney Morning Herald was less 
restrained. An article printed in February 1843 gave the 
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most lurid details of the murder of two children in the 
Hunter River area, and the presumed fatal injury to their 
mother, adding the comment: 
"This dreadful murder ... in the centre of the 
cultivated districts of the Hunter, has 
caused the greatest anxiety and alarm in 
that part of the country."1~ 
Such dramatic accounts, appearing in newspapers or 
spread by word of mouth, would have provided the perfect 
excuse for men wishing to indoctrinate women into believing 
in special female vulnerability and need for constant 
protection. They might then have reasonably been expected 
to acquiesce with whatever action the men decided was 
necessary for their safety. 
Judith Murray-Prior believes this was the situation in 
New England in the period covered by her research. She has 
said: 
" ... the women's fears would have been 
heightened by the credence given to stories 
of treacherous Aborigines rewarding White 
kindness by mutilation and murder and the 
belief of many early settlers that the 
Aborigines were unemployed because 'they 
were too treacherous' . The utmost plane of 
alarm and hysteria by, and because of, women 
settlers on the Macleay was likely to have 
been further increased by the abduction of 
Mrs Duf ety of Towel Creek Station by 
Aborigines ... The safest and surest way to 
ensure the women's safety, as well as the 
squatter's own, was to force the Aborigines 
to move elsewhere, or to kill them outright. 
Whilst the danger from Aboriginal attack 
remained these courses appear to have been 
followed and accepted by men and women as 
the most practical actions ... 11 16 
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She found no evidence that professedly Christian white 
women protested at casual murder as a safeguard, but on the 
contrary, if they did not actively encourage such action, 
at least condoned it by silence. 
While Murray-Prior is of the firm belief that white 
women were the major cause of frontier racial animosity, at 
least in the area and period covered by her study, and 
probably elsewhere, Claudia Knapman has refuted the notion 
that European women in colonial situations were, as they 
have been portrayed, more racist than men. She has 
concluded 
" ... The arrival of white women [in Fiji] was 
not the single most influential factor in 
hardening race relations. It was, instead, 
the ambitions of the new settlers, most of 
whom were male but whose women no doubt 
shared their aspirations ... and the objection 
of Fijian chiefs to the theft of their land 
which was the root cause of inter-racial 
tension ... "11 
She has also pointed out that historians have treated white 
women as " ... an undifferentiated group ... " and have then 
applied " ... nineteenth century male judgements about their 
character and role ... " 1 e concentrating on gender 
differences rather than socio-historical explanation. In 
fact, in Fiji, from the beginning, white women 
" ... attempted to establish good relations with 
Fijians ... "19 and were often on much better terms with them 
than were their husbands. In particular, these women were 
concerned with the welfare of Fijian women, learning the 
language to enable effective communication, nursing the 
sick, dispensing medicine and assisting in maternal and 
child care. 
The pattern in Australia was very similar. A number of 
women learned local Aboriginal languages and established 
relationships based on mutual trust and respect. Nursing, 
or arranging for the nursing of, sick Aboriginal women was 
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a spontaneous response to need. No matter what their 
husbands told them, the danger to these women of 
molestation by Aboriginal men was in reality very slight. 
There were exceptions, but in general, where white women 
were the victims of native attack, the reason could almost 
invariably be traced back to the actions of white men, 
coupled with Aboriginal codes of justice. 
These same white men dishonestly invoked the safety of 
their women and children as a cloak for greed, racism and 
all too frequently, sheer cruelty. 
This study is concerned with the history of black and 
white women in Australia during the colonial period. 
Particular emphasis is on the the cross-cultural female 
relationships which developed during that time. 
On the back cover of Della Walker's life story Me and 
You published by the Aboriginal Studies Press, there is the 
following comment: 
"In many communities throughout Australia, 
the only positive connections being made 
between black and white are through the 
women. It is their strength which is forging 
links and making changes happen."20 
I will argue that women could and did forge such links 
in the colonial period. The way in which these contacts 
were made and the impact of them on the women concerned 
will be examined in detail. 
Of course, not all such contacts were entirely 
benevolent. I will try to ascertain the extent to which 
black women were exploited and the forms that exploitation 
took. 
I will attempt to determine whether white women were 
generally aware of the policy of racial extermination 
pursued by many men, and if they were, whether they 
protested, sanctioned it or indeed ever became party to it 
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themselves. I shall also examine other manifestations of 
racism, contrasting male and female behaviour. 
The main themes are therefore friendship, 
exploitation, and racism. 
I have called Chapter 1 "Hidden from History" for the 
reasons set out above. It contains a review of literature 
and includes a discussion of contemporary thought regarding 
the validity or otherwise of enquiry into matters entirely 
outside the experience of the researcher. This is an area 
presently of much concern to an increasing number of black 
women. It is summarised by Vera Lovelock. In reference to 
white attitudes to tin humpy dwellings - and by inference 
to other aspects of Aboriginal life and culture - she has 
expressed the belief that "If you' re not a black person 
yourself, you simply don't understand."21 
Chapter 2 "The First Contacts" outlines the earliest 
con tacts between black and white women. From colony to 
colony the reactions were similar, varying in type from 
Eliza Shaw's fear of the Swan River natives to Mary 
Johnson's fostering of an orphan girl and Elizabeth 
Macarthur's neighbourly interest in Daringa and her baby. 
Chapter 3 "Frontier Violence" traces the development 
of outback brutality. As a rule, the perpetrators were male 
squatters, but women alone in dwellings or who occupied or 
managed land, could be just as protective of their 
"rights". 
Elizabeth Macarthur and were two of 
these. However women, 
generally successful 
across 
Annie Baxter 
a number of examples, were 
negotiation or 
they encountered intimidation 
trouble. 
rather 
in 
than 
the use of 
force when 
Chapter 4 "Friendly Relations" comprises a series of 
vignettes, glimpses of the women, both black and white, who 
came into close contact with one another and forged bonds 
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of the type their descendants are now working hard to 
renew. 
Chapter 5 "Exploited" considers the claim of several 
female academics that white women have exploited black 
women with benefit to themselves. In part the source 
material will be derived from the now considerable body of 
writing by black women, either alone or in collaboration 
with white friends. In the main this work is biographical 
or autobiographical and much of it is set in the twentieth 
century, but I believe by studying these later experiences 
a much greater understanding of the past is gained. 
Chapter 6 "Conclusion" draws the themes together. 
13 
Ch.apter 1 
Hidde~ From History 
When I chose to study Australian History at HSC level 
in 1973 the topics offered included exploration, the age of 
Macquarie, the wool industry, the discovery of gold, 
federation and nationalism. The prescribed texts all lauded 
the deeds of men but scarcely mentioned women, an 
irritating fact which was later to draw from Patricia 
Grimshaw the comment that 
"It would be difficult to 
national historical tradition 
point 
that 
to a 
more 
clearly represented a celebration of white 
male achievement."t 
It is her contention that accounts of our past 
" ... written by such men as Parkes, Pember 
Reeves and Coghlan around the turn of the 
century began a process of myth making, of 
aligning a reading of the past with the 
search of men of their generation for a 
sense of identity as Australians, that has 
had a powerful influence on Australian 
history for much of this century." 2 
Slightly later historians have incurred equally severe 
criticism from Grimshaw. Of Ernest Scott's A Short History 
of Australia written in 1916 she has said " ... the actors 
were unambiguously men ... "while W.K. Hancock's Australia, 
published in 1930 " ... had an index entry for cattle, sheep 
and rabbits, but not for women". R.M. Crawford considered 
women were merely " ... appendages to men's projects ... " and 
Manning Clark, who " ... made only passing mention of a few 
notable women ... " also 
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" ... added to the pool of interest in women's 
past by one sole question he raised but did 
not pursue: whether the imbalance of the 
sexes in the convict period might have 
instigated male domination of women in 
Australian society."3 
Surprisingly, Grimshaw has not included A.G.L. Shaw in 
this group, yet in both The Economic Development of 
Australia (1944) 4 and The Story of Australia (1955)~ women 
were all but ignored. In the first of the above two volumes 
there is a quotation from one of Elizabeth Macarthur's 
letters but Shaw did not think it necessary to refer to her 
by her own name. He merely designated her "the wife of" the 
famous John Macarthur! 
Later 
attention. 
male 
K.S. 
historians 
Inglis, 6 
have also escaped Grimshaw's 
Humphrey McQueen, 7 and Richard 
White8 are among those who continue to view Australian 
society as being preponderantly male. 
However, Grimshaw herself is also on occasion guilty 
of the sin of omission. She has writ ten widely on white 
women of the colonial period and also on Aboriginal women, 
yet omits the latter from articles such as ' 'Man's Own 
Country: Women in Colonial Australia' 9 and 'Women in 
History: Reconstructing the Past' .10 
Disappointingly, Grimshaw is not alone among the 
feminist historians in her apparent perception of 
Australian women of the colonial period as being 
overwhelmingly white-skinned. Presumably reflecting 
editorial judgment, the deeply concerned and very 
knowledgeable Su-Jane Hunt's article on Aboriginal history 
is one of the briefest in In Pursuit of Justice, edited by 
Judy Mackinolty and Heather Radi. 11 In Woman Herself, Robyn 
Rowland has made only the briefest mention of Aboriginal 
women, choosing not to pursue the topic of the oppression 
of black women as an advantage to white women. 12 Similarly 
Ann Curthoys, although listed among the correspondents for 
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Aboriginal History, 13 in For and Against Feminism has paid 
little more than token attention to Aboriginal women. 14 
Until the advent of the feminist historians in the 
1970's, there was no separate history of women in 
Australia. There were a few early autobiographical works, 
among them Mrs Charles Meredith's impressions of life in 
New South Wales from 1839 to 1844, 1 !I Mrs Charles Clacy' s 
memories of the Victorian goldfields (first published 
1853) 1 6 and Ada Cambridge's account of thirty years as a 
colonial clergyman's wife (1903) .11 Mary Fullarton's story 
of family life in Gippsland appeared in 192118 and in 1934 
the first edition of Mary Gilmore's Riverina recollections 
was published. 19 Biographies included Marnie Bassett's 
study of Mrs Philip Gidley King (1940) 20 and in 1959 Eve 
Pownall' s selection of portraits Mary of Maranoa (later 
published under the title Australian Pioneer Women) briefly 
sketched a broad range of women's experiences in Australia, 
beginning with a chapter on Aboriginal women before 
colonisation.21 
However, little attempt had been made to include women 
in standard texts as active participants in the process of 
colonisation. It seems to have been assumed either that 
their experiences were no different from those of men, or 
that they were insignificant by comparison. The majority of 
writers were male and they determined which elements of 
colonial history were of sufficient importance to be 
recorded for succeeding generations, and the involvement of 
women was not one of them. Even Marjorie Barnard appears to 
have endorsed this sentiment; A History of Australia2 2 is 
yet another paean of praise to male achievement. At best, 
in this and so many other volumes there is an occasional 
paragraph devoted to Caroline Chisholm, a sentence 
recalling Sydney businesswoman Mary Reiby, and perhaps a 
passing mention of Geelong's lady squatter, Anne Drysdale. 
The rest, if their presence was ever acknowledged, were 
"wives of" or, at the other end of the scale, even more 
anonymous for their collectivity, prostitutes, "black gins" 
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and "lubras". Among black women, Trucanini alone achieved 
any recognition at all. 
One might have expected that the very singularity and 
courage of the small number of women who ventured into the 
world of men would have attracted some admiring attention 
from the mainstream male historians. Yet Elizabeth Hume2 3 
and Elizabeth Mi tchell2 4 who, as widows with large 
families, overlanded respectively from Gunning and 
Goulbourn to stations on the Murray River are omitted from 
the records. Also neglected are Eliza Forlong,2~ who spent 
two northern summers walking across Europe with one of her 
sons, selecting fine sheep to bring to Australia, and her 
sister-in-law, Janet Templeton, 2 6 who overlanded from 
Goulbourn with two of her sons to found Seven Creeks in the 
Port Phillip District. Equally invisible, except for Anne 
Drysdale, are the fifty or so women who in Victoria between 
1837 and the 1890's were the sole holders of pastoral runs 
for periods of two years and upwards, and others whose 
tenure was shorter. 27 I have found a similar number in New 
South Wales, but have no details as to the length of 
occupancy.2e 
As we have seen, even Elizabeth Macarthur fell into 
the wifely category. But then, it could never have been 
admitted that her husband left her as manager of his 
pastoral holdings and precious sheep during his absences 
overseas, which totalled twelve out of sixteen years at the 
beginning of the nineteenth century. 29 That would have been 
tantamount to an admission that the Australian wool 
industry had a mother, not a father! 
Such failure to give credit where it was due typifies 
the male bias of Australian history before the emergence in 
the mid-1970 's of feminist historians Anne Summers3 0 and 
Miriam Dixson. a 1 Almost certainly, it was an attitude of 
mind which led to records left by women fuelling bonfires 
after their deaths, while those of their husbands were 
accorded the status of national treasures and carefully 
preserved for posterity. 
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Over the last fifteen or so years a number of feminist 
historians have followed Summers and Dixon into print, and 
I have consulted much of their work during the preparation 
of this study. Collections of documents - Colonial Eve, 
edited by Ruth Teale3 2 and Beverley Kingston's The World 
Moves Slowly, 33 for example - bring to life previously 
hidden experiences of women of various ages, social class 
and economic level, as do the essays in Elizabeth 
Windschuttle' s Women, Class and History. 3 4 Ann Curthoys' 
For and Against Feminism is aptly described by Meaghan 
Morris in the foreword as a "journey through theory and 
history".30 Patricia Grimshaw's interest in family history 
is reflected in her work as one of the editors of Families 
in Colonial Australia3 s while Katrina Alford has explored 
"the economic dimensions of women's lives"37 and Susan Hunt 
has investigated the lives of outback women. 38 
Other authors, perhaps writing with a more general 
audience in mind, have in the last few years contributed to 
the growing body of knowledge about Australian women. They 
include Susanna De Vries-Evans who has profiled some of the 
"tall poppies" of the colonial era3 9 and Jennifer Isaacs, 
whose Pioneer Women of the Bush and Outback is concerned 
with the many facets of women's work from the early 
nineteenth century to about 1950. 40 Barbara James has made 
a detailed study of women of the Northern Territory from 
the early days of white settlement 41 and Melissa McCord's 
reporting of interviews with contemporary outback women 
brings them, and the realities of their isolation, vividly 
to life. 42 
So far as black women are concerned, there are almost 
no personal accounts of their lives written during the 
colonial period, simply because very few were literate in 
the European sense. This absence of primary sources in a 
familiar form magnifies an already difficult task, that of 
presenting to the best of one's ability an equitable study 
rather than just one more of the plethora based on white 
experience and assumptions. 
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The answer to the dilemma may lie in the words of 
Nellie McKay, a black professor at the white University of 
Wisconsin in America's Midwest. Her advice is relevant not 
only to inter-personal relationships but to a wide range of 
circumstances which call for understanding between black 
and white people. Commenting on her acceptance by other 
academics, she said in an article which appeared in Women's 
Studies International Forum: 
" ... on the whole, both white men and women 
in our profession have a great deal to 
learn, or perhaps 
our struggle for 
white friends 
unlearning."43 
even more to unlearn, 
justice and equality. 
are learning 
in 
My 
and 
Applied to research, this process does not require one 
to abandon training in conventional methods, but merely to 
acquire the flexibility to move beyond generally accepted 
guidelines. As a PhD student at the University of 
Queensland, Aboriginal Kevin Carmody has encountered an 
academic resistance to the inclusion of oral history in 
theses. It is by this means that Aboriginal history has 
always been retained and passed on, yet he has found it is 
not regarded as evidence in the same way as are diaries, 
letters and journals. 4 4 
This is an area of much debate at present. According 
to Ann McGrath 
"The professional credibility of historians 
practising oral history is subject to much 
closer scrutiny than those using documentary 
sources." 4 !1 
because of "our cultural belief in the written word" and 
obvious dangers such as "the influence of nostalgia and the 
pressures of proving respectability. "4 6 Yet, as she has 
pointed out, "Once transcribed, oral history becomes 
another form of document" 47 which can then be subjected to 
orthodox methods of study. 
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Doreen Kartinyeri 's experience has been encouraging 
for Aborigines wishing to pursue formal studies in the 
history of their people. She has completed a genealogical 
research project at the University of Adelaide under the 
supervision of Dr Fay Gale whose own work with Aboriginal 
women spans more than twenty years. Ms Kartinyeri used both 
oral and written methods of collecting data, a combination 
familiar to Dr Gale from her fieldwork. 
In We are Bosses Ourselves Ms Kartinyeri explained her 
technique. She has said: 
" ... I have talked to old people and kept it 
all in my head ... I didn't get much training 
about how to write but I used my head to 
keep everything I wanted to save up and put 
away. Then I remembered it later when I 
needed it."4B 
In this way the details for an intricate study of 
Aboriginal family relationships were amassed over some 
thirty years. 
It is clear that researchers must unlearn the belief 
that authenticity lies only in the written word. 
Nevertheless, written records remain a major source of 
information, and the discovery of Bessy Flower as one of 
the exceptions among her people was most welcome. 
Miraculously, at least some of Bessy's letters have 
survived. They are quoted in The Kurnai of Gippsland4 9 and 
vividly record the thoughts, feelings and experiences of a 
highly articulate and sensitive young Aboriginal woman of 
the late nineteenth century. 
Bessy's European education, completed at an exclusive 
girls' school in Sydney, included music, literature and 
foreign languages. Brought up at an Anglican mission school 
in Albany, in 1867 she was sent as a teacher to Ramahyuk 
Mission in Gippsland. Her letters from there, filled with 
the joyful anticipation of going "home" make heart-rending 
reading. They also illuminate the trauma of dwelling in a 
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cultural limbo, which was the lot of so many mission-
educated Aborigines. 
As with white women, until the last thirty years or 
so - and not only in Australia - any historical or 
anthropological reference to black women has been made by 
men, writing from a male perspective and based on male 
assumptions. As Fay Gale has said : 
"The early male observers could never have 
entertained the idea that, in a society 
which they considered to be 'primitive', 
women should have enjoyed more freedom in 
some spheres of life than those in their own 
'civilised' society. Even some of the early 
female commentators failed to notice this 
situation. Furthermore, they were so 
concerned with attempts to gain access to 
the elaborate and secret male ceremonies 
that they virtually ignored the less ornate 
but still important female rituals."~ 0 
This corroborates Robyn Rowland's statement that 
" ... Aboriginal society has often been 
studied under the Western assumption that 
the men were the important people to talk 
to, thus erasing the knowledge of women and 
their part in the workings of Aboriginal 
culture ... "~ 1 
Eve Fesl, who views herself " ... firstly ... as an 
secondly as an Aborigine, then as a 
more scathingly denounced this conceit. 
environmentalist, 
woman"~ 2 has even 
She has said 
"Early 
entirely 
anthropologists, 
male members of 
who were almost 
a male dominated 
society, interviewed only Aboriginal males, 
and therefore had no input into their 
research about the roles of Aboriginal women 
in their society. In fact had they been more 
aware of their own sexism and ethnocentrism, 
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they may have attempted to see Aboriginal 
society not in a comparative manner, but as 
something new and vitally different".0 3 
In Africa, the situation has generally been similar 
despite the vastness of the continent. According to Joyce 
Ladner 
" ... The roles of women in pre-colonial 
Africa were very important ones 
different from the understood 
obligations of women in 
society ... "O 4 
and quite 
duties and 
Western 
African women not only had close bonds with their 
children, which Europeans were able to understand, but they 
were the chief traders of their villages. 00 They were also 
important in the administration of tribal affairs, as were 
Aboriginal women. According to Eve Fesl, women 
" ... have always had a voice in the decisions 
affecting our communities. Men, more 
frequently than women, announce the 
decisions but there is trouble if these 
decisions are made without consultation with 
the women's groups."06 
There were other resemblances between African and 
Aboriginal culture. In pre-colonial Africa 
" ... the extended family was highly 
structured, with clearly designated roles 
for its male and female members ... " 07 
Similarly, the lives of Aboriginal men and women have 
always included discrete and autonomous facets, as was 
revealed to Diane Bell. She has reported: 
" ... Aboriginal men have explained to me many 
times ... that they cannot speak for their 
womenfolk ... " oa 
The lives of black women were indeed hidden from 
history as it was written by white men. They could only 
Hidden From History 22 
observe at the most surface level and record impressions 
which were often erroneous. 
They were, for instance, unaware that on journeys 
Aboriginal men, carrying only weapons, preceded apparently 
overburdened wives in order to protect them. This was 
explained to Mrs Hassell in Western Australia~9 (see 
Chapter 4) by a black man whom she had reproached for lack 
of consideration for his partner. There was equal ignorance 
of the sexual division of labour. Men were the hunters and 
women the gatherers. Women's work, performed daily, was 
both more visible and more time-consuming, and to white 
eyes, more onerous. Young George Gordon Mccrae was among 
those who were critical of apparent inequality, writing: 
"The men sleep one half of the day and send 
their wives or lubras to work while they 
sleep because they are too lazy to do it 
themselves."so 
And so the image of the lazy black man was added to white 
Australian mythology. 
Much of the source material on black women is of 
necessity gleaned from recent biographical or 
autobiographical writing, either by the women themselves or 
in collaboration with white friends. These works not only 
include accounts of Aboriginal women's lives but also 
material from ancestral histories which have been handed 
down orally through the generations. They are invaluable to 
the present study, in the preparation of which one faces 
problems similar to those Christine Qunta has outlined in 
relation to recent studies of black African women. 
Christine Qunta does not believe it is possible to 
properly convey experience if one writes as an observer. In 
Women in Southern Africa she has said: 
" ... African womanhood has become an 
increasingly topical subject for writers in 
recent years. Unfortunately, however, the 
majority of them have not themselves 
belonged to the community of African women. 
Hidden From History 23 
This in itself is problematic, since the 
non-African who studies this rather complex 
issue is inevitably an observer rather than 
a participant ... "61 
This situation also applies in Australia. Ann McGrath 
has found 
"Some Aborigines feel white academics should 
not write about them, while others demand 
better consultation and representation of 
black viewpoints."62 
Aboriginal academic Eve Fesl holds the same view. She 
has said "Outsiders should not interfere in Aboriginal 
matters." Anne Curthoys, however, sees a danger that this 
approach to the study of history and related disciplines 
would lead to a diminished, rather than enhanced, 
understanding of the experience of others. In For and 
Against Feminism, she is highly critical of the argument 
that 
" ... nothing of value can be said about the 
position or policies of a particular group 
of people other than by members of that 
group. Thus only women can say anything of 
value about the position or strategy of the 
women's movement, only Aborigines likewise, 
ditto non-English-speaking migrants. White 
men cannot speak about white women, white 
women about black women, and so on. And so 
we are all reduced to categories which 
supposedly define how we think and feel - we 
become white heterosexual women, or black 
homosexual men, or whatever. Paradoxically 
the refusal of the right to speak for some 
confers that right on all members of a named 
group so that the representatives of a group 
member's experience is unable to be 
questioned by a non-member ... "63 
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If this line of thought was followed to its logical 
conclusion, neither history nor biography could be 
written,and the work of anthropologists would also be 
invalidated. Yet the data Diane Bell and her sister 
anthropologists have gathered in the course of their work 
with Aborigines is of immense value to students in a range 
of disciplines and women's studies who wish to learn about 
the lives of black women but cannot themselves undertake 
original research in the field. 
Some of the women anthropologists have been accepted 
by black women to the extent that they have been given 
honorary family membership, and in this capacity have 
shared in the daily lives and ceremonial occasions of their 
nominal female relatives. They have also been admitted to a 
weal th of information never before divulged to Europeans, 
some so secret that it may not be included in reports, and 
indeed would not have been revealed to married women for 
fear they might discuss it with their husbands. This 
caution was made known to Diane Bell, who as a divorcee, 
was considered a safe recipient. Although she was later to 
encounter hostility from other (particularly urban) 
Aboriginal women who questioned the right of white women to 
write about them,6 4 the whole-hearted acceptance Diane Bell 
enjoyed while living and working with the Warlpiri people 
at Warrabri in the Northern Territory is a measure of the 
trust it is possible for women to establish across racial 
boundaries. 
It is my belief that similar relationships developed 
between black and white women in the early colonial period. 
Usually, but not always, the setting was the outback, where 
despite the general assumption of historians, women were 
very largely free to order their own activities while men 
were otherwise occupied. Curiosity, on both sides, probably 
led to the first overtures in some instances, but there 
were other factors. Diane Bell discovered Aboriginal women 
were 
As 
strong 
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" ... often sympathetic with the lot of a 
white wife and mother; 'Poor thing, shut up 
inside all day, like a prisoner' ... "6~ 
Eve 
female 
Fesl has 
bonds. 
explained, Aboriginal women 
Their compassion for lonely 
have 
white 
women may sometimes have led to the first tentative moves 
towards friendship. 
White women, perhaps misguidedly, provided refuges in 
times of perceived danger. Thomas Turner's daughters at 
Augusta, 6 6 Eliza Brown6 7 and Georgiana McCrae6 8 all 
sheltered black women from irate husbands. 
Others were generous in their care of sick black 
women. Annie Baxter spent a week nursing a dying woman who 
had been abandoned by her tribal family, s 9 and Emmaline 
Leslie cared for another whose husband had attacked her 
with a tomahawk. 70 They were only two among many. 
Naturally, some encounters remained at a superficial 
level. In others there were elements of wonder and surprise 
redolent of curiosity about the "noble savage". Elizabeth 
Macarthur was profoundly interested in the Aborigines and 
welcomed the frequent visits of Coleby's wife Daringa, but 
was never quite able to discard her inculcated conviction 
of racial superiority. Daringa was a constant source of 
surprise. In a letter to England, Elizabeth said: 
" ... I discover a softness and gentleness of 
Manners in Daringa truly interesting ... " 71 
Knowing the habits of white men, Daringa may well have been 
equally surprised by the gentleness of the white woman! 
In contrast, 
Aboriginal friends 
the rapport between Mrs Hassell and her 
in Western Australia (see Chapter 4) 
closely resembled the more recent experiences of Diane 
Barwick, Diane Bell, Lynette Oates, Isobel White and others 
who have have been intimately involved with black women. 
Sceptics may suggest that such friendships would never 
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have eventuated if white women had not been so totally 
isolated. The inference is of course that this was yet 
another form of exploitation, albeit somewhat more subtle 
than most. Certainly, as Barbara James has concluded from 
her research, Aboriginal women in the Northern Territory 
" ... often provided the only other female 
companionship for the wives and daughters of 
the station managers ... "72 
However, friendship 
alone. Some white women, 
is not founded on propinquity 
desperately lonely but as racist 
and class-conscious as any man, refused all overtures from 
those they considered inferior, regardless of colour. 
Others, less inhibited, found more sincerity in the bush 
than elsewhere, and it was they who forged genuine bonds 
with black women, as will be seen in Chapter 4. Probably 
both sides found it necessary to adapt to different ways, 
but as Robyn Rowland has said, women " ... share many common 
experiences across class and race boundaries ... "73 
Without doubt, all the joys, sorrows and anxieties of 
motherhood were the most commonly shared experiences which 
drew black and white women together. There were negative 
experiences too, but there is no evidence of inter-racial 
friendships based on these. 
In Australia, Anne Summers has argued, all women 
suffered colonisation by white men, leaving them powerless 
to determine their own destinies, either economic or 
physical. In this process, Aboriginal women 
" ... carried a double burden. As women they 
were seen as sexual objects and fair game to 
white men; as members of the subject people, 
they were also victims of the whole range of 
indignities bestowed by a brutal invading 
colonialism which considered itself to be 
the master race ... " 74 
In this scenario, European women were not always 
blameless, either. As Robyn Rowland has said: 
Hidden From History 27 
"White women cannot be blind to the fact 
that they have benefited from the oppression 
of non-white women."7~ 
Her statement forces consideration of yet another aspect of 
colonial history we might prefer to ignore. However, those 
of us engaged in writing women's history cannot do so if we 
are to keep faith with the subjects of our work.The 
benefits of which Rowland speaks were derived both 
indirectly and directly. Black female labour was widely and 
deliberately exploited by white men struggling to establish 
properties and, according to Su-Jane Hunt, this situation 
obtained particularly in late nineteenth century north-
western Australia. The employment of convicts and ticket-
of-leave men beyond the Murchison River was prohibited, and 
black women were often considered better workers than their 
men. There were also fringe benefits. One old cattleman's 
blunt remark was that they would "work all day with the 
cattle then all night in the swag. "7 6 A little more 
expansively, Hunt has said: 
"Their two major roles were, as members of a 
subject race, to provide labour, and as 
women, to be sex objects. Their labour was 
used in all three major economic activities 
of the north: in the pearling industry they 
were used as divers, then as sorters and 
beachcombers; in the pastoral industry as 
shepherds, labourers, shearers and 
domestics; in the mining industry as 
fossickers and prospectors."77 
They also became stockriders, drovers, fencers, road makers 
and building workers. Some black women travelled with 
drovers, dressed as boys to avoid attracting attention if 
the white master was sensitive about his choice of 
companion. Again they fulfilled the dual role of labourer 
by day and de facto wife by night and some partnerships 
lasted for years. 
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Yet few of these women received gratitude or even 
acknowledgement in the records left by men. Indeed, as Hunt 
has said: 
"Aboriginal women were a colonised and 
exploited group. As a result of the 
imposition of European culture and industry 
and the subsequent de-tribalisation of their 
society, Aboriginal women were forced into 
dependent material and sexual relationships. 
Aboriginal women were integral to the 
northern colonial situation. Valued sexually 
as women and economically as labour, yet 
abused as a colonised and subject people, 
Aboriginal women were victims of both racism 
and sexism." 1 e 
Away from settled areas Aboriginal women were 
indispensable to white women in need of domestic staff. 
Such working relationships differed in character from the 
informal, neighbourly associations of the early colonial 
period which carried no obligations, but nevertheless there 
was often a friendly atmosphere and genuine affection 
between the women. As will be seen later in this study, in 
some households where the women were of similar age, 
leisure time was shared and pleasurable to both sides, 
while in others, black women felt older mistresses treated 
them much like daughters. In yet others, there was an 
atmosphere of mutual respect, but an implicit class 
division between mistress and servants. In all groups, 
there were elements of racism and exploitation - perhaps 
unwitting - insofar as the white women expected their 
Aboriginal maids to work only for food and the Western 
clothes they insisted on them wearing indoors. These white 
women would probably have been quite taken aback had they 
been accused of unscrupulousness or lack of understanding. 
There were other white women however, whose behaviour 
towards black women was in stark contrast to those above. 
Their numbers will never be known with any degree of 
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certainty, nor will the extent of the cruelty, both mental 
and physical, which they inflicted on black girls and 
women. These women - who included employers and 
institutional staff - have been able to remain almost 
completely hidden from history until recent times when 
Aboriginal oral records began to be translated into written 
form. Some of them will come under scrutiny in Chapter 5. 
It is particularly disturbing that women capable of 
violence towards their own sex should have held positions 
of authority in institutions supposedly caring for 
Aboriginal children. Others - and this applies more to 
early twentieth century suburbia - employed black girls 
with the blessing of the Aborigines Protection Board and 
escaped attention because the Board made no real effort to 
maintain surveillance of them. Such women probably could 
not have afforded to pay white servants if they had been 
available. Black labour made life much more bearable but 
perhaps they felt it lacked prestige and resented the need 
for it. 
There are several other possible reasons for such 
extreme behaviour between white women and black 
subordinates. One is, of course, racism - a view of 
inherent superiority, reinforced by colonial power. And at 
least in some cases (and in the Australian outback, perhaps 
where the white woman's late arrival had upset the status 
quo), 
This 
there was possibly the matter of sexual 
was suggested by Elizabeth West79 and 
jealousy. 
later by 
Carl N. Degler in his history of American women, At Odds. 80 
In line with Summers' Madonna versus whore theory, 81 Degler 
believes 
"Some white wives of southern slave-
masters ... recognized the threat that the 
subordination of black women under slavery 
posed to the chastity of their own marriage 
beds ... " 8 2 
Ann McGrath holds the same opinion. She has said: 
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"It was not fear of black men but the lure 
of 'black velvet' which was to cause most 
concern for white women ... White women were 
shocked by the black womens' more open 
approach to sex and felt threatened by white 
mens' interest."83 
Aboriginal women who have recorded the history of 
their people have done so very fairly. While not minimising 
the barbarity of the colonial period, most have been 
careful to emphasise that some Europeans were regarded with 
both respect and affection. These women include Della 
Walker, 84 Ida West,8~ Patsy Cohen,86 Jean Hamilton,87 
Marnie Kennedy, 88 Elsie Roughsey (writing alone89 and also 
contributing to Virginia Huffer' s study of the women of 
Mornington Island90 ), Ella Simon, 91 Roberta Sykes92 and 
Margaret Tucker,9 3 all of whom are inspired to accord 
Aboriginal people their rightful place within Australian 
history and to create a proper understanding of the impact 
of white settlement. The semi-fiction of Monica Clare94 and 
the compelling poetry of Bobbi (Roberta) Sykes 9 ~ and 
Oodgeroo (formerly Kath Walker) ,9 6 add another dimension to 
these works. 
Sally Morgan,9 7 Glenyse Ward98 and Ruby Langford99 are 
among those who write of twentieth century experiences of 
Aboriginal women. Their works are essential reading for 
anyone engaged in the study of Australian women's history. 
For the purpose of this study, the oral and written 
records of the women mentioned above, and others like them, 
will be of vital importance. From this material, together 
with that left by white women, it is hoped to illuminate an 
aspect of Australian history which has hitherto been almost 
entirely neglected. 
31 
Cha.pt.er .2 
The First Cont.acts 
Almost certainly, the first white woman to come into 
intimate contact with Aborigines was Mary Johnson, wife of 
the First Fleet chaplain, who in mid 1789, probably at her 
husband's instigation, found herself guardian to an 
orphaned native girl. Unfortunately, as noted earlier, 
Mrs Johnson left no record of her colonial experiences and 
so her reaction to Aborigines in general and her feelings 
about the unexpected addition of Abaroo to her household 
are unknown. A very few women who were among the original 
settlers in other colonies recorded their initial 
impressions and these will be examined later in this 
chapter. 
Despite the motherly nature which was later to endear 
her to Eliza Marsden, 1 Mary may have been privately 
dismayed by the advent of Abaroo. For one thing, the timing 
could not have been worse. She was in the early stages of 
her second pregnancy and had been dangerously ill late in 
1788 after a stillbirth.2 She must have been fearful of the 
outcome of her next confinement. Who could have blamed her 
if she had not welcomed this new responsibility? 
As well, there was the problem of space in the small 
cabbage tree cottage with the leaking roof which was the 
Johnson's first home in Sydney. It was so cramped that in 
1790, after the arrival of a baby daughter, Richard was to 
complain bitterly and somewhat selfishly that in his 
" ... most miserable hut ... " there were times when he found 
it " ... difficult [to know] where to read, pray or 
write ... " 3 
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However, Mary Johnson probably had little choice in 
the matter of providing a home for Abaroo. The child's 
parents had succumbed to the smallpox epidemic then raging 
among the Sydney Aborigines4 and it was possible that blame 
for the outbreak lay with some of the Europeans. The First 
Fleet surgeons had brought "variolus material'' among their 
medical supplies~ and convicts, some of whom were terrified 
of the Aborigines, had broken into the store. 6 Had they 
stolen more than food and liquor? This was a question much 
debated at the time and one which has intrigued historians 
ever since. Richard Johnson may have felt obliged to 
demonstrate his concern in a practical way. 
If the fostering of Abaroo was initially based 
entirely on philanthropy, Richard Johnson was probably not 
averse to the idea that she could become useful as an 
interpreter for the Europeans. The settlement officials 
were desperate to establish effective communication with 
the Aborigines and to this end had already kidnapped and 
held "Manly''. It seemed that when Abaroo was a little older 
she would be an ideal go-between. However, this expectation 
was not fulfilled. She returned to her own people after a 
little more than a year in the Johnson's care. Elizabeth 
Macarthur, in a letter home, estimated her then to be about 
eleven years old, and she had perhaps come under pressure 
to join the husband to whom she would have been promised in 
infancy. 
The departure of Abaroo did not complete the Johnsons' 
close association with Aborigines. 
After three years in the little cabbage tree hut, the 
family moved into a larger and more substantial brick 
dwelling. There the much expanded household " ... numbered 
nine, including two Aboriginal girls and three 
servants ... "7 
The distinction made between the Aboriginal girls and 
the servants, who were almost certainly convicts, suggests 
that the former enjoyed superior status. This theory is 
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reinforced when one considers the fate of poor Mary 
Hayward, the youngest female convict in the First Fleet. 
Mary Johnson employed this pitiable girl as a servant, 
but early in 1789 the clergyman found her insolent, had her 
charged and sentenced to thirty lashes. The following year, 
aged fourteen or fifteen, she was sent to Norfolk Island. 8 
If Mary protested to her husband about his brutality, he 
chose not to record the fact. 
It is fortunate that Elizabeth Macarthur's papers were 
preserved, otherwise there would be no record at all of the 
experiences and impressions of white "ladies" in the 
earliest colonial years. A very few convict women managed 
to smuggle letters home and these give graphic accounts of 
conditions on the voyages and at Sydney, but the writers 
had little leisure in which to consider anything other than 
day to day survival. 
Elizabeth Macarthur arrived in Sydney with the Second 
Fleet in 1790. She had neither tolerance nor compassion for 
white women of lower birth or lesser intellect than 
herself, describing the female convicts unsympathetically 
as those 
" ... abandoned creatures ... wretches whose 
dreadful imprecations and shocking 
discourses, 
ear ... whose 
ever rang in my distracted 
triumph & pleasure seemed to 
consist in aggravating my distresses ... " 9 
Added to this was her snubbing of poor, boring - and 
probably desperately lonely - Mary Johnson. As the elder of 
the two by some fourteen years, and the only other "lady" 
in the Colony, the chaplain's wife was entitled at least to 
a certain respect from the newcomer. Instead, she was 
impatiently dismissed by Mrs Macarthur as being 
" ... a person in whose society I could reap 
neither pleasure nor profit ... "10 
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It might well have been expected that this unfeeling 
young woman would consider Aborigines still less worthy of 
notice than the hapless British women who crossed her path, 
but the reverse was to be the case. 
Lacking congenial female company in Sydney and craving 
mental stimulation, Elizabeth decided to broaden her 
education. Being " ... anxious to learn some easy 
Science ... "11 she embarked, rather too ambitiously, on a 
study of astronomy, tutored by Lieutenant Dawes. 
Better progress was made with botany, again under 
Dawes' instruction. Elizabeth took long walks in search of 
specimens and must have chafed at the restrictions placed 
upon her by nervous men. She wrote to her friend Bridget 
Kingdon: 
" ... they [the Aborigines] are still under 
such terror of our fire Arms, that a single 
armed Man would drive an hundred Natives 
with their spears and we take care not to 
venture Walking to any distance unarmed, a 
Soldier or two always attending when we make 
any excursion. I have never yet met a Single 
Native in the woods ... "12 
- and this after nine months in the colony. It sounds as 
though she had begun to feel a little over-protected. 
Indeed, the only fear to which the intrepid Mrs Macarthur 
admitted was of the severity of the Sydney thunderstorms! 
Included in the Macarthurs' small social circle was 
Watkin Tench, who was intensely aware of the harmful 
effects of white settlement on the Aboriginal population. 
He was convinced that violence on the part of the natives 
stemmed from " ... the unprovoked outrages committed upon 
them, by unprincipled individuals among us ... " 1 3 and 
Elizabeth was of the same mind. She was later to say of the 
murder of a convict gamekeeper " ... it seems in some measure 
to have been owing to his own imprudence ... "1 4 
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Elizabeth probably discussed these and other incidents 
with Tench and may have been influenced by him to some 
extent. However, she was unusually independent for a 
married woman of her time and accustomed to making up her 
own mind on important issues. She had reached this point 
before the Aborigines began to pay daily calls on the 
gentry of Sydney Cove. 
These frequent visits enabled Elizabeth to become a 
keen observer of Aboriginal habits and customs. Attracted 
by the musical tones of their speech, she listened 
carefully, and was soon delighted to find she could 
understand something of the local language. Her warm 
response to the visitors' friendly overtures was 
reciprocated. She wrote of the trust which was her reward, 
and which men had failed to buy: 
" ... Men, Women and Children, they come with 
great confidence, without spears or any 
other offensive Weapon, a great many have 
taken up their abode entirely amongst us and 
Bannylong, and Coleby, with their Wives come 
in frequently ... "1~ 
Still, the conviction that European ways were superior 
remained. Elizabeth continued: 
" ... Mrs Coleby whose name is Daringa brought 
in a newborn female Infant of hers, for me 
to see ... it was wrapp'd up in the soft bark 
of a Tree ... I order'd something for the poor 
Woman to Eat and had her taken proper care 
of for some little while, when she first 
presented herself to me she appear'd feeble, 
and faint, she has since been regular in her 
visits ... "16 
The outcome of this event was most 
al though the cause of a little wonderment. 
concluded: 
satisfactory, 
The narration 
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" ... The Child thrives remarkably well and I 
discover a gentleness of Manners in Daringa 
truly interesting ... 11 11 
The apparently lowly status of Aboriginal women, 
however, was entirely reprehensible to one whose fortunate 
position in Colonial society was just the opposite. 
Elizabeth wrote in some disgust: 
" ... the Natives are certainly not a very 
Gallant set of people, who take pleasure in 
escorting their Ladies, No they suffer 
them humbly to follow, Indian file 
like ... the Women appear to be under very 
great subjection, and are employed in the 
most Laborious part of their 
Work ... They ... seem very little otherways 
than slaves to their husbands ... 11 1s 
This was a custom which was to surprise a number of other 
white women in their early contacts with Aborigines. It 
seems to have remained a mystery until Mrs Hassell became 
friendly with black neighbours in Western Australia in the 
1860's (see Chapter 4). 
The wife of Richard Johnson's successor, the 
historically much more visible Reverend Samuel Marsden, 
took no interest in Aboriginal culture. Eliza Marsden, 
although kind, was bent on civilising the heathen. In May 
1796 she wrote with some satisfaction to an English friend: 
" ... I have also a little native boy who 
takes up part of my attention - he is about 
six years old & now begins to read English & 
wait at table, & hope at some future period 
he may be a useful member of society. He has 
no inclination to go among the natives & has 
quite forgotten their manners ... "19 
At least Mrs Marsden was 
spouse. He was known from the 
appointment to have been 
more charitable than her 
outset of his Australian 
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" ... considerably more interested in the 
eternal salvation of Pacific Islanders than 
he was in the conversion of Aborigines ... 11 2° 
and he lost no opportunity to proclaim his quite ungodly 
opinion that it was 
" ... impracticable to civilise these 
natives ... they were little above the beasts 
of the field and all attempts to ameliorate 
their condition and improve their minds 
would be totally useless ... "21 
Obviously this was one subject upon which the parson 
and his wife would not have been in agreement! 
Elizabeth Macquarie' s close contact with Aborigines 
seems to have dated from 1814. In that year, with the 
approval of senior Aborigines, Governor Macquarie founded 
the Native Institution, a school for children, at 
Parramatta. Mrs Macquarie, as patroness, took particular 
interest in the progress of the pupils and shared the 
parents' pride as reading and writing skills were mastered 
by the small and somewhat fluid group who were expected to 
become advocates of Western civilisation among their 
people. 
The paternalistic Macquarie was a 
visible signs of commendable achievement, 
firm believer in 
and to this end 
instituted a system of native awards. These took the form 
of crescent shaped pendants intended to be worn round the 
recipient's neck. They were known as Badges of Distinction, 
and were presented to deserving Aborigines with due 
formality, usually by the Governor himself with the 
assistance of his wife. If he happened to have been called 
away, Mrs Macquarie conducted the ceremony alone. 
For all the fragility suggested 
Elizabeth Macquarie would have been 
by her portraits, 
unperturbed by the 
dress of her vice-regal guests. Like Mrs Macarthur, she was 
blessed with an unusually happy marriage, and saw no need 
to feign shock where none was felt. In 1815 she became the 
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first white woman to cross the Blue Mountains, and in camps 
on the way to Bathurst was visited daily by the local 
blacks. It did not worry her in the least that 
" ... on very cold nights they would sleep 
close to the party's campfires occasionally 
wandering into the tents ... "22 
wearing kangaroo or possum skin cloaks if it was cold, but 
discarding them in the middle of the day, having no concept 
of white people's notions of "decency". 
Even by the time Macquarie was sworn in as governor on 
New Year's Day 1810, there is no doubt that many men 
endorsed Marsden's earlier contemptuous opinion of the 
Aborigines, and their numbers were to increase as time went 
on. Women varied. A few blindly accepted what men had to 
say but others, of more independent spirit, made up their 
own minds. Initial encounters were important and in many 
cases these were very positive. This was the experience of 
Elizabeth Macarthur, Eliza Marsden and Elizabeth Macquarie. 
Mary Thomas and her husband arrived in South Australia 
in 1836 and together founded the first newspaper in that 
colony, The Register. Mary had a reporter's eye for detail 
and a feminist streak that provoked her, like Elizabeth 
Macarthur, into critic ism of unchivalrous black husbands. 
She was probably responsible for a proportion of The 
Register editorials and on at least one occasion censured 
Governor Gawler. There is no doubt that any opinions she 
expressed were her own, as were her initial impressions of 
the Aborigines. 
On the way to the site of Adelaide, the "Buffalo", in 
which the Thomas family travelled, anchored off Kangaroo 
Island and a party of men went ashore. Some did not return 
and the assistance of Europeans - probably sealers - living 
on the island was sought. Mary described one member of the 
rescue party in some detail: 
"This morning a boat containing some white 
men and one black woman, an aboriginal 
native, arrived ... the black woman ... being 
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the first native we had seen, excited our 
curiosity ... Her countenance was pleasing, 
though perfectly black, and her hair not 
woolly, like that of African natives, but 
long and straight on the forehead ... Her chin 
was also ornamented with a kind of beard, 
and whiskers grew at the sides of her face. 
But what most surprised us was her musical 
voice, and the pleasing intonation with 
which she spoke the English language ... her 
age [was] apparently about twenty-five 
years ... "2 3 
A month later the first mainland natives, a man and a 
boy, were seen by the new settlers. Mary was untroubled by 
their presence. She said: 
"Subsequently they paid us several visits 
but never annoyed us."24 
and in fact, as will be seen later in this study, some were 
to become well known to her. 
To Mary Thomas, as to Elizabeth Macarthur, the native 
women appeared extremely oppressed. She wrote to her 
brother in 1839 that the men 
" ... leave what little work there is to do, 
such as 
children 
carrying burdens, their 
and such-like, entirely to 
women ... "2 ~ 
young 
their 
Mary Thomas admired the native flair for learning 
English, but made no effort herself to understand the local 
Aboriginal language. This apparently did not hinder her 
acceptance, particularly by the women. Early one morning, 
mirroring Elizabeth Macarthur's experience, she was invited 
to share the happiness of the black women at the arrival of 
a new baby. Slightly affronted because her ( British, and 
therefore superior) assistance had not been sought, she 
wrote of the visit a little patronisingly: 
" ... the mother, quite a girl, came to show 
us her baby. It was slung at her back in a 
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kind of bag, as they always carry their 
children ... ! gave her a piece of flannel to 
wrap round it. With this she was highly 
pleased ... ! was not aware of it at the time 
or I would have endeavoured to render some 
assistance ... 11 2 s 
Unlike Mary Thomas, and somewhat strangely for a woman 
of her background, Mrs Charles (Louisa Anne) Meredith, who 
arrived in Sydney in 1839, was numbered among women who in 
some matters deferred to male opinion. Her Notes and 
Sketches of New South Wales, 27 which would have been 
written with a British audience in mind, vividly describes 
the natural beauty of the colony as well as the prevailing 
living conditions. It also contains biting criticism of the 
intelligence level of prominent citizens. The ladies' prime 
concern, complained Mrs Meredith, was with fashionable 
appearance while men could only talk of sheep! 28 
Louisa Meredith was a gifted artist and published 
poet. She had cherished both her pre-marital independence 
and the place she had earned in the English literary world. 
She had feared the loss of both if she married and 
emigrated and had at first been hesitant to accept her 
husband Is proposal. However r her outspokenness after her 
arrival in New South Wales suggest that these fears were 
groundless. So it is all the more surprising that in order 
to write about Aborigines this otherwise independent young 
woman did not seek first-hand knowledge, which perhaps she 
might have gained had she visited Mr Meredith's sheep 
stations on the Murrumbidgee instead of staying at Bathurst 
to wait for him.29 
As it was, she seemed content to repeat what 
Mr Meredith thought, believed or had heard about them. From 
all of this, apparently for once oblivious to the fact that 
she might be repeating misinformation and adversely 
influencing her readers, she concluded that her husband's 
maxim that a savage should never be trusted was the most 
prudent. His advice was that "You may serve them, and they 
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may serve you, but never give them the chance of an 
advantage."30 
In the same year that Louisa Meredith was busy 
reporting her husband' opinions from New South Wales, Eliza 
Shaw was doing much the same thing from the Swan River. 
Al though bitterly disappointed with the sandy reality of 
the colony after the glowing reports that had enticed the 
family there, Eliza was normally a strong-willed, 
courageous woman. Yet when she thought of savages, 
commonsense deserted her. Like Mrs Meredith, information 
she sent back to already impressionable British friends and 
relatives was based mainly on hearsay. One letter from her 
tent on the beach read in part: 
"The natives have paid two or three visits 
to our encampment. They are black as ink and 
perfectly naked. It is not safe for a white 
woman to be seen by them as they are 
perfectly savage and would take them off by 
force ... They are, particularly the women I 
am told, hideously ugly, but I have never 
seen them close enough to judge ... They seem 
delighted with a fat white baby or 
piccaninny as they call them ... "31 
Another Swan River settler, Eliza Brown was untroubled 
by the myth of the black rapist which had so terrified 
Eliza Shaw three years earlier. In September 1842 she wrote 
of the interest the blacks had taken in the new arrivals: 
"A very curious feature was the numerous 
group of Aboriginal natives who watched 
every movement of our busy household with 
looks of intense curiosity."3 2 
Not unlike Mrs Marsden and the Macquaries, Eliza Brown 
was keen to Westernise the natives and educate them to be 
useful, preferably from a young age. Within a few months 
her first pupil was in training and her own children were 
involved in the project. In 1843 she wrote proudly to her 
father of her eldest son's growing fluency in the native 
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language and the ease with which the natives were learning 
English. She went on: 
" ... We have for several months had a Native 
boy herding a ram flock, Corell by name, and 
a fine interesting fellow he is, I should 
think about 11 years old. When not at his 
occupation he is a parlour guest, and fine 
romps he has with the children ... "33 
There can be little doubt that unknowingly and with 
the best of intentions, European women like Eliza Brown and 
others who have appeared in this chapter contributed to the 
eventual destruction of traditional Aboriginal society. 
They were all convinced of the superiority of their own 
society and firmly believed that in drawing Aborigines into 
it, they were acting in their best interests. 
However, these women may well have gained a reputation 
for kindliness among Aborigines which spread far beyond 
their immediate vicinity. The evidence of 19th century 
explorers and the few European men who lived with the 
blacks for long periods is that the movements and 
activities of Europeans were known to Aborigines in remote 
areas long before they came into personal contact with the 
strangers. Such information was disseminated by special 
messengers, through periodic cultural contact between 
groups, and by means of elaborate smoke signals. Whatever 
method was employed, it is not too fanciful to conjecture 
that along with warnings about the behaviour of white men, 
their use of firearms, their diseases, their predilection 
for "capturing" natives and the destructiveness of their 
animals, there might have been some mention of the 
contrasting humanity of the women. 
The bonds a number of early colonial women were able 
to develop with Aborigines appear to have had their roots 
in genuine concern for other human beings. Racism seems 
rarely to have been an inhibiting factor in the initial 
female encounters and Eliza Shaw's repulsion was unusual. 
Certainly, there were instances of exploitation, but it is 
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probable that these were unintentional. Eliza Marsden would 
have considered it an act of kindness to Westernise her six 
year old servant boy and teach him to read. Similarly, 
Eliza Brown would have felt Corell was well treated. 
White women who treated Aborigines with respect 
generally received courtesy in return. Even in areas where 
black opposition to the European occupation was most 
violent, it appears that the personal safety of such women 
may have been considerably increased, as evinced by 
Emmaline Leslie's experience. 
One of numerous white women who nursed sick black 
women, Emmaline was startled one night to find an 
Aboriginal man gazing at her through the open window of her 
drawing room at Canning Downs. Alone and unarmed, she was a 
perfect target had the man desired to avenge the actions of 
the Leslie brothers (see Chapter 3). Yet he made no attempt 
to harm her, leaving quietly at her calm request and not 
returning. 34 
I believe there can be little doubt that such women as 
Emmaline Leslie contributed significantly to the laying of 
foundations for the wider range of cross-cultural 
relationships to be examined in Chapter 4. 
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Cha.pt.er 3 
Fro~t.ier Viole~ce 
It is only against the backdrop of male activities 
that the full significance of women's inter-racial 
relationships during the colonial period - to be examined 
in detail later - becomes apparent. In this chapter, the 
ruthlessness of many frontiersmen will be discussed and 
compared with the attitudes of women who, from choice or 
necessity, moved out of the domestic sphere into a male 
role. 
In stating 
"The European ... had no ethical right on 
their continent at all ... "t 
Geoffrey Blomf ield has pinpointed the root cause of the 
ferocious frontier conflict between colonists, particularly 
squatters, and Australian Aborigines during the 19th 
century. 
According to Blomf ield 
"These invaders claimed to be the champions 
of law and order. Most claimed to be 
gentlemen. Above all they held sacrosanct 
private property. The worst of them were not 
only large scale land thieves but were 
sanctimonious and hypocritical. Greed and 
ambition ... drove them to theft and massacre; 
greed to accumulate wealth quickly, ambition 
to ape the English landed aristocracy ... "2 
There was nothing new about the actions or motives of 
the self-styled white gentlemen. Generations before them 
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had wrested land from rightful owners across the world as 
European empires expanded. 
In Australia, according to Myrna Ewart Tonkinson 
"Nineteenth-century European notions about 
culture and nature helped shape the whites' 
perceptions of Aborigines. It was believed 
that culture was carried "in the blood," 
that colour was the external indicator of 
both biological ancestry and culture, and 
that cultural characteristics, hereditary 
and immutable, separated human groups from 
one another. According to this model, 
Aborigines were at the bottom of the 
hierarchical scale and Europeans, 
particularly those of British stock, were at 
the top ... "3 
Then, of course, there were behavioural traits to be 
considered. Henry Reynolds has said: 
"The British were convinced that the 
Aborigines were savages even before the 
settlement of Australia, and they knew all 
about savages. For centuries a composite 
picture of the savage had been building up 
in the European imagination ... " 4 
The Aborigines' nomadic lifestyle reinforced this notion. 
The Europeans had no knowledge of tribal boundaries or the 
Aboriginal convention that "No-one entered the lands of 
another horde without permission ... "~ 
Flocks and herds trespassed on tribal land, destroying 
delicately balanced food sources and fouling water 
supplies. Aborigines were even callously driven from some 
waterholes in order to conserve sufficient for the animals. 
When the blacks attempted to drive away the invaders by 
dispersing or stealing their stock, the squatters' reaction 
was swift and brutal beyond belief. It was aimed at 
crushing Aboriginal resistance once and for all, and 
establishing white supremacy. There was little fear of 
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censure. At least three colonial governors - Macquarie, 
Arthur and Stirling - favoured such actions.s 
Entire groups of Aborigines, including women and 
children, were shot or murdered by other means, sometimes 
in retaliation for the loss of only a single sheep. It did 
not matter whether the victims included the culprit or not. 
As for the women, there was a widely held theory among the 
Europeans that the more black women killed the better, 
since if allowed to live they would only breed more 
blackfellows.1 
Men moving into the interior soon began to anticipate 
Aboriginal opposition and prepare for it. Before he left 
Sydney in December 1839 to join his brothers at Canning 
Downs, George Leslie wrote to his parents in Scotland of 
the precautions to be taken by the party: 
"They are taking plenty of firearms for fear 
of the blacks and we are to build our huts 
in a square and have all the windows looking 
into the square and leave the outside walls 
double slatted and portholes and if we find 
the blacks disagreeable we will get a ten 
pounder and I expect that will astonish 
them ... " 8 
Eighteen months later, George was able to reassure his 
parents that 
" ... We have never had any disturbance from 
the blacks (unless the man that was speared 
last year) since we came up. We never allow 
them to come about the station or hold any 
communication with them except it be by gun 
or sword ... "9 
But towards the end of 1841 it was less peaceful on the 
Darling Downs. George wrote again to his parents in 
November: 
" ... The blacks on the Downs have been a 
little troublesome lately having killed two 
shepherds and a good many sheep - They did 
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not injure any of our men but a few days 
before I came down they killed & carried 
away about 60 maiden ewes but for that we 
gave them what they will not forget in a 
hurry ... " 1 0 
Matters had not improved by the beginning of 1844. 
George complained to his father of the theft of about 100 
cattle, and bewailed the fact that he could not leave the 
station just then. Still, neighbours banded together on 
such occasions. George wrote of the assistance rendered by 
an old friend: 
" ... ! can't leave home but Ernest Dalrymple 
and a party are out hunting the 
!liggers ... "11 
(his emphasis) which was one way of saying that as many as 
possible would be shot. 
This statement was unusually candid. Henry Reynolds 
has identified an entire vocabulary of euphemisms employed 
by men who were strangely squeamish about describing their 
actions honestly. "Shooting a snipe", "getting a brace or 
two of black game", "dispersing" the blacks, having "a 
brush" or giving them "a warm time" sounded much better 
than admitting you were a cold blooded murderer. 12 
The blacks, sometimes also alluded to as "vermin", 
were a threat to dreams of wealth. And so, like the plague 
of rabbits a century later, and with as little guilt, as 
many as possible were eradicated. 
The tone of the Leslie brothers' letters remained 
constant over a number of years. On the one hand they made 
no secret of their part in the decimation of the Aborigines 
on the Downs and on the other, often enquired 
affectionately for servants at home. From this it must be 
deduced that their staunch Presbyterian parents made no 
protest about racist brutality. They would have considered 
their sons gentlemen and certainly the young men saw 
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themselves in that light. Walter wrote to his mother in 
1841: 
"We are likely to have a very agreeable set 
at the Downs & I am glad of it. It is now 
the case that any new district is much more 
respectably peopled than the older parts of 
the Colony from the influx of that rare 
commodity in the younger days of the 
Colony - gentlemen ... "t3 
George Leslie's frankness with his parents may or may 
not have extended to his wife. Perhaps he feared the 
consequences if she discovered the dark side of his nature. 
At all events, although a competent rider, she was left at 
home while he moved about the station. 
Emmaline Macarthur was eighteen when she married 
George Leslie at Parramatta in 1846 and went to live in the 
"cottage" he had lovingly painted and papered for her at 
Canning Downs. There, attended by a maid and "excellent 
servants", her life was more typical of a colonial lady in 
Sydney than in the outback, except for the lack of female 
company. Even a visit to her sister, married to Patrick 
Leslie and living only twelve miles away, was a rarity, but 
Emmaline claimed never to have been lonely. The days were 
filled with gardening, reading, music, and other feminine 
pursuits and there were often cultured male guests for 
dinner. George taught her to keep the station books and 
this work, she said, made her feel useful. It may also have 
been therapeutic, for during those years of isolation she 
suffered several miscarriages. 
Somewhat oddly, Emmaline appeared not to resent her 
restriction to house and garden and she did not seem in the 
least curious as to why the local Aboriginal group kept 
away from her cottage. Yet dark-skinned people held no fear 
for her. Indian and Negro servants had been employed and 
well-treated in her girlhood home, and at Canning Downs her 
response to the need of an injured Aboriginal woman was 
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immediate. She administered first aid and nursed the 
patient back to health herself. 
In her memoirs Emmaline mentioned a hunt for stock 
stolen by "strange" Aborigines, prior to which her 
questions about the preparations went unanswered. She said 
of this incident: 
"I knew nothing until their return, though I 
had asked why they were cleaning guns and 
filling powder-flasks ... "14 
Why she did not probe further or what she later discovered 
is not revealed. However, she was afterwards to say of the 
Aborigines "They were a very harmless race, but for their 
depredations on sheep and cattle ... "1~ Did these words 
indicate that she had become aware of the facts of frontier 
life, accepted them as essential to economic survival, and 
even if she did not endorse her husband's activities, at 
least made no protest about them? 
The Darling Downs abounded in Jekyll and Hyde 
characters like the Leslie brothers and their friends. They 
were known facetiously as "the Pure Merinos" or "the Grass 
Dukes" by reason of their colonial elite or British gentry 
backgrounds. All would have counted themselves Christian, 
some were devoted husbands and fathers and others justices 
of the peace and future civil and political figures. They 
were driven by the desire for security and the financial 
rewards they dreamed of taking "home" and were often 
plagued by illnesses that were hard to shake off in the 
debilitating climate. George Leslie was only one among them 
who " ... worked himself literally to death ... "1 6 in pursuit 
of his El Dorado. 
None of these men were prepared to tolerate the 
slightest hint of Aboriginal opposition, either real or 
imaginary, and boys so young that in another world they 
would still have been at school followed their lead. 
In The Cry for the Dead, Judi th Wright traced the 
journey of her great-great grandparents from the Hunter 
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River to the Richmond River. During the spring and summer 
of 1844-5 George and Margaret Wyndham travelled with ten 
children, those old enough on horseback and the little ones 
in a wagon with their mother, who may already have been 
pregnant with her eleventh baby. 
At the Richmond, George chose land that was 
particularly precious to the Aborigines, and on a day when 
he was absent from the camp, they emerged from the bush 
intent on driving the usurpers away. However, the eldest 
son of the family, Alward, then aged sixteen 
" ... pursued them with his English rifle, a 
present from his grandfather, while Margaret 
and her children sheltered in the waggons 
and the mountains echoed to this classical 
colonial scene ... the Widjabal were driven 
away at last ... "17 
The outback in all the Australian colonies was settled 
with the aid of guns. Margaret Kiddle has said that in the 
Victorian Western District the numbers of blacks killed by 
squatters was unknown, but was "certainly much greater than 
the official records indicate" 1 B and, in addition, there is 
evidence that "some ... were poisoned by gifts of food." 19 
She has also cited the experience of Niel Black who, when 
he took up Glenormiston, found a grave containing the 
remains of about 20 Aborigines. 
Working from official records in the 1960' s, Peter 
Corris concluded the number of Aborigines killed in the 
Western District was probably 158 or 159, but from her more 
recent and very detailed study of the same sources, Jan 
Critchett believes the total to have been close to 350.2° 
Geoffrey Blainey is likewise uncertain of the extent 
of such killings in what became Victoria, but estimates at 
least 400 Aborigines lost their lives before 1850, a figure 
which seems much too low when the Gippsland massacres are 
taken into account. In one of the first of these, 100-150 
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Aborigines were killed at Woodside in 1840 as a reprisal 
for the death of one white man.21 
Blainey believes the claim by some historians that up 
to 4000 Aborigines lost their lives in this part of 
Australia is exaggerated, but notes that 7000-15000 
Aborigines lived in the area before 1788, and by 1850 their 
numbers had been reduced to less than 3000 through murder, 
disease and grief .22 
In Western Australia, the Battle of Pinjarra in 1834, 
led by Governor Stirling, was a reprisal for the killing of 
a soldier. One white man and fourteen Aborigines were 
killed. As usual in such affrays, sex was no protection. 
The victims included three women and a child. 23 
In Tasmania in 1827, at Cape Grim on the north coast, 
thirty Aborigines who had earlier stolen some sheep were 
ambushed by shepherds while they were mutton-birding, shot 
and their bodies thrown over the cliff .24 
Two of the most violent areas were the Darling Downs 
of south-east Queensland and the New England region of New 
South Wales. In the Falls area alone - that almost vertical 
strip of land between the edge of the New England tableland 
and the sea Geoffrey Blomfield has listed twenty 
massacres of blacks by whites, and suspects there may have 
been more. However, a conspiracy of silence descended over 
the rivers and ravines after seven white men responsible 
for the Myall Creek massacre were hanged in 1839. From then 
on, much was made of any attack on settlers by Aborigines, 
but where the reverse applied, the incidents went 
unreported. Indeed, it was by no means unusual for 
contemporary newspapers to openly advocate eradication of 
the blacks. In 1841, the influential Sydney Herald 
acknowledged a report from Port Macquarie of the "atrocious 
murder" of two white men, and chided the Government for 
failing to publicly commend the vengeance party. In 1868, a 
correspondent of the Port Denison Times went· so far as to 
thank a detachment of the Native Police and their leader 
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for " ... ridding the district of fifty nine (59) 
myalls ... " 2 ll 
At Myall Creek in 1837, twenty-eight Aboriginal men, 
women and children were without reason roped together by 
eleven labourers r dragged half a mile from the homestead 
and shot or hacked to death with knives and swords. Even 
the pleas of women that their small children be spared were 
ignored. The only blacks to escape were two sexually 
attractive young girls, three boys hidden by a sympathetic 
station hand, and a group out on the run with the manager. 
The value placed on black lives by white men is 
perhaps even more vividly illustrated by the aftermath of 
this terrible carnage than by the incident itself. Indeed 
" ... the whole colony was in an uproar - not 
with horror at the massacre, but with 
sympathy for the murderers. Most found 
intolerable the idea that killing Aborigines 
could be regarded as a crime, 
capital one ... Most landholders 
let alone a 
and other 
respectable people signed petitions and ... a 
group of rich graziers ... pledged three 
hundred pounds to fee the Colony's best 
lawyers for the defence ... "26 
These eminent gentlemen were successful in obtaining 
acquittals at the first trial. At the second trial, seven 
of the accused were found guilty and later hanged. The 
Sydney Herald was among the newspapers which bluntly 
condemned the verdict. 
While there is some historical disagreement about the 
exact details, several other massacres mentioned by 
Blomf ield concern Aborigines being herded together and 
forced alive over the edge of sheer cliffs, jumping 
voluntarily from terror, or first being shot and then 
thrown over. If the latter was the favoured method, it 
would be reasonable to assume that the preliminary shooting 
was not necessarily fatal. 
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Such massacres took place in 1835 at Mt Mackenzie in 
the Gloucester district, 2 7 at Darky Point in the general 
area of Ebor in 1841, 28 at Bluff Rock, near Tenterfield in 
1844, 29 and near Kunderung Station on the Macleay in 
1845. 30 There was no difficulty in mustering vengeance 
parties. The Darky Point affair arose from the spearing of 
three shepherds after which 
" ... each of our men was savagely anxious and 
eager to be chosen for this painfully-
imperati ve task; the thought of their 
butchered comrades, with sundry vivid 
reminiscences of personal escapes from a 
fate as dreadful made them pant for an 
opportunity of vengeance on the heads of 
their wily and dangerous enemies ... "31 
In 1841, following a theft from Ramornie Station in 
northern New South Wales, troopers were called in to assist 
in hunting the presumed offenders. They surrounded the camp 
of peaceful local blacks on the bank of the Orara River, 
rushed it and shot men, women and children, leaving the 
bodies to float downstream. Too late, it was established 
that the theft had been committed by a white servant. 32 
Where white women were the victims of native attack, 
retaliation was, if possible, still more savage. If they 
had been raped as well, fury escalated almost to dementia. 
European men who thought nothing of kidnapping (sometimes 
at gunpoint) and raping native women, of running them down 
on horseback and roping them, chaining them in pearl 
luggers and even of keeping them tied up to a tree or 
locked in a hut for ready access, declared themselves 
outraged and incensed to the point of madness at the mere 
thought of black men violating white women. It seemed never 
to occur to them that their own behaviour could have been 
the catalyst for the very few assaults that were actually 
committed on white women. 
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Such double standards were the norm in episodes of 
colonisation everywhere. As Anne Summers has said, "Men 
rape women in order to assert power over other men."3 3 
Supremacist white men were also beset by 
" ... fear that an at tack would be made on 
civilization itself if white women were to 
be involved in sexual relationships with 
black males ... "34 
The defence of white women's purity therefore " ... was 
essentially a protection of the white group's power." Male 
miscegenation was different. That " ... could not upset the 
social scale because its character was determined by the 
white male. " 3 ~ This skewed reasoning did not take into 
account the number of half-caste babies killed - sometimes 
by their mothers - because of their abnormal appearance. 
The grossly exaggerated spectre of the black rapist of 
white women haunted the dominant men of frontier society. 
As Angela Davis has said of his presence in America: 
"The myth of the Black rapist has been 
methodically conjured up whenever recurrent 
waves of violence and terror against the 
Black community have required convincing 
justifications."36 
That this image of black men has been politically invoked 
and has no foundation in fact is, according to Davis, borne 
out by the experience of the Civil War. Throughout the war, 
when almost all the white men were away, there was not a 
single report of a white woman being raped by a black man. 
In Australia, as Henry Reynolds 37 and Evans, Saunders 
and Croninso have said, the rape of white women was rarely 
an element of Aboriginal attack. The most notorious 
incident was at Hornet Bank Station on the Upper Dawson 
River in Queensland, where in November 1857 eleven 
Europeans, including still youthful widow Martha Fraser, 
her four daughters and three of her five sons were 
murdered. Martha and the two eldest girls, were raped 
before being killed, despite her pleas to several 
---·------
---------
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Aborigines known to her among the attackers, who had often 
been the recipients of her kindness.39 
The violation of the women at Hornet Bank fitted with 
tribal laws concerning appropriate punishment for crime. 
Gordon Reid has estimated that as many as 200 Aborigines 
may have died in the reprisals for those eleven whites.4o 
Among these - according to the joint research of Raymond 
Evans, Kay Saunders and Kathryn Cronin were groups 
executed while tied or handcuffed together and others, 
forced to run, who were shot as they fled. 41 
The Fraser sons had a reputation for forcing their 
attentions on young black girls, and for allowing their 
employees to do likewise. Senior Aboriginal women had 
earlier protested about this behaviour to Mrs Fraser, but 
both she and Lieutenant Nicoll of the Native Police had 
been unsuccessful in attempts to warn the young men of the 
danger of their conduct.42 
Other factors were also involved at Hornet Bank. These 
seem not necessarily to have been of the Frasers' making, 
but rather to have been a culmination of ten years' 
resentment of white occupation of the Upper Dawson. Some 
months earlier, Aborigines had reportedly been given 
poisoned food at an adjacent station. Perhaps, following 
black reasoning, all whites in the locality were tinged 
with guilt for that. The presence on the station of a 
detachment of Native Police the Frasers had allowed to camp 
there further worsened the situation. These men included 
Aborigines from as far away as the Murray River, who 
brought with them strangers from yet other areas to act as 
servants. The local tribe had been kept off Hornet Bank, 
and were bound to resent the intruders, especially when 
they, too, began to molest the women. 43 In part, the 
Frasers may have become the sacrifice for the misdeeds of 
others as well as those of family members. 
Four years after 
La Ringo Station near 
the Hornet Bank murders, at Cullin 
Emerald, nineteen members of the 
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party of a Mr Wills, all of whom had just arrived from 
Victoria, seem to have been similarly sacrificed. Wills had 
ignored the advice of people already settled in the area. 
He had told Jesse Gregson of nearby Mt Rainworth Station 
that he had known all about Aborigines before Jesse was 
born, and considered the wearing of firearms quite 
unnecessary. Indeed, he had not even unpacked his guns. He 
had allowed the blacks to be about the camp and had treated 
them kindly. The victims included two "respectable looking" 
women and seven children, two of them infants. Called to 
the scene by a surviving shepherd, Jesse Gregson found the 
dead in positions indicating they had been going about 
their normal tasks and had no warning at all of the attack. 
The only mitigating aspect was that none of the bodies had 
been mutilated in any way, and Gregson was careful to 
emphasise this.44 
A wave of righteous horror swept through the white 
community following the rape and murder of Fanny Briggs in 
1859 by three Native Police stationed at Rockhampton. This 
incident was all the worse because it was thought that 
Fanny had earlier employed her killers to do casual work 
for her, and had had her trust in them betrayed. The 
suspects were arrested, but one escaped from custody, only 
to be shot on the flimsiest of pretexts while a white 
officer of the Native Police was returning him to 
Rockhampton.4!1 
Then there was the strange case of Mrs Pearl Dufety 
(or Duffy). She was abducted by Aborigines from Towel Creek 
Station, allegedly in revenge for her husband's involvement 
in the murder of other blacks. After three weeks, during 
which time colonial imaginations no doubt ran riot, Pearl 
was found safe and entirely unharmed. 46 The fortunate 
outcome of the affair should have dissipated the image of 
the compulsive black rapist, but it apparently did not 
satisfy her husband and his search party. It was whispered 
through the Falls that their wrath sparked yet another 
massacre, but the details were concealed. 47 After all, such 
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action would have been quite indefensible, and the fate of 
the Myall Creek murderers was still a vivid memory. 
On at least one occasion, the blacks were wrongly 
implicated in the murder of a white woman. This was a 
Mrs Mason, who, with her two children was murdered near 
Eber in 1852. It is only very recently that new research 
has led to the belief that the killer was not Aboriginal at 
all, but white. This is no consolation for the unknown 
number Aborigines who would have paid the penalty for that 
mistake.4e 
Horrifying as the mass shootings were, they were 
possibly kinder than that other barbaric means of large-
scale "dispersion" of blacks. There were numerous reports, 
too persistent to be without foundation, of Aborigines 
being doled out flour or fed damper laced with mercury or 
arsenic, and of the poisoning of waterholes. It was also 
said that some perpetrators of these crimes derived 
perverted enjoyment from witnessing the death agonies of 
the unfortunate victims. 
Perhaps, as Henry Reynolds has said, the massacres did 
not amount to genocide, 49 but there can be little doubt of 
the intent. There was certainly a determination to drive 
Aborigines from land white men claimed, and much support 
for a policy of extermination. In line with the widely-held 
belief in the theory of racial superiority, this was in any 
case seen as merely hastening the inevitable. The safety of 
white women, if it was a factor, was secondary to material 
considerations, but could be invoked as a plausible excuse. 
The murder of Elizabeth Stubbs at Port Lincoln in 1842 
was one of the very few instances in which the motive is 
not clear. During an attack on the station where her 
husband worked Elizabeth was dragged from her hiding place 
under a bed and stabbed repeatedly with a pair of shears by 
an Aborigine whom she had earlier befriended and treated 
for an injured foot.~o Another case occurred in the 1870's 
in the Upper Murray area. There a Mrs Starling and her 
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three children were murdered by a "wild black" and their 
bodies thrown into a lagoon while Mr Starling, who managed 
the Indi, Khancoban and Bringenbrong runs, was away taking 
delivery of a herd of cattle at Holbrook.01 
At times the intentions of native attackers were 
thwarted. In the early 1850' s, the blacks around Marroon 
Station were so "troublesome" that Mrs John Hunter was 
taken to stay with Mrs Lister at Coochin Coochin Station. 
When the latter's husband had occasion to go to Ipswich on 
urgent business, the two women were left, each with a young 
baby, without white male protection. John Stevens has told 
of their experience: 
"One night a big group of natives, who were 
camped not 
disturbance. 
far 
They 
away, 
carried 
created 
wood 
a 
to 
big 
the 
Station house, which was built of slabs, and 
began packing it against the walls with the 
obvious intention of setting fire to the 
house. The women watched the proceedings for 
a while, and when it became plain that they 
intended to set fire to the place, 
Mrs Lister took down her gun and shot every 
black she could see. The natives cleared 
out, but returned in the early hours of the 
morning to collect the dead and wounded. 
Next day, they shifted camp. 11 0 2 
At Braeside Station, on the edge of the Gibson Desert 
in 1899, Isabella Hodgson' s confinement was so near that 
the doctor had already arrived to deliver her when 
Aborigines attacked the homestead. A spear thrown at her 
struck the doctor instead, killing him instantly. Faced 
with the necessity of protecting both herself and her 
unborn child, Isabella dispersed the blacks by firing two 
shots from her revolver into the throng. Whether either was 
fatal does not seem to have been recorded, but it was clear 
that it had been intended that she should die in 
retaliation for her husband's conduct. Herbert Hodgson was 
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said to be in the habit of setting a large dog on 
Aborigines he did not want around the homestead, and there 
was also gossip that he had recently made the wife of a 
native shepherd his mistress.~3 
Where women 
changed to match. 
assumed male roles, outlooks sometimes 
One such was Elizabeth Macarthur. The 
years of administering her husband's affairs wrought many 
changes in her, including a noticeable shift in her 
attitude towards the Aborigines. Like so many other 
colonists, she failed to understand their bonds with tribal 
land and resentment of the newcomers' destruction of a 
delicate, carefully nurtured environment. Their forceful 
attempts to remove her as the havoc increased were equally 
misunderstood .. The troubled woman who wrote in 1816: 
and 
" ... I am much oppressed with care on account 
of our stock establishments at our distant 
farms, at the Cowpastures, having been 
disturbed by the incursions of the 
natives.The savages have burnt and destroyed 
the shepherds habitations, and I daily hear 
of some fresh calamity ... Two years ago a 
faithful old servant who had lived with us 
since we first came to the Colony was 
barbarously murdered by them and a poor 
defenceless woman also."~ 4 
shortly afterwards requested the assistance of 
Macquarie's troops to protect her workforce and 
livestock - with the inevitable result - bore little 
resemblance to the eager young woman who had once remarked 
upon her trusting Aboriginal neighbours and Daringa's 
gentleness. 
Annie Baxter moved with her husband from New South 
Wales, where she had enjoyed the company of the blacks 
about her hut, to Yambuk Station, near Port Fairy in the 
Port Phillip District, in 1844. The Aborigines there, like 
most of the Western District tribes, had earned the 
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reputation of being "troublesome" by squatters whose own 
brutality was the root cause of most conflict. 
When the Baxters arrived at Yambuk, stories were 
circulating of the murder of a shepherd and the killing of 
sheep on a neighbouring station. Before long, some of their 
own cattle were speared. Baxter was away, so it fell to 
Annie to take action. She chose to be as dramatic as 
possible. 
First, the offenders had to be found. Annie rode out 
very early one morning, accompanied only by a stockman and 
a station Aborigine, and equipped with the pistol she had 
taken to wearing in her belt. Sighted, the quarry took to 
its collective heels, with one exception. This luckless 
straggler, carrying a heavy burden on his back, tripped and 
fell. Annie, seizing her opportunity, " ... had plenty of 
time to give him a good frightening by making signs that I 
would ride over him. "!I !I Back on his feet, he was made to 
walk ahead of Annie as she approached the group to inform 
them that she would shoot them if they killed any more 
cattle. Furthermore, they were to leave the land because 
the cattle were afraid of them. The agreement she extracted 
did not meet with universal approval. A spear was thrown at 
her as she departed. Her reaction was swift and furious: 
" ... I immediately put my horse to a gallop 
and rode straight at the wretch who had 
thrown it, but when I got up to him his 
party had collected around him and were 
giving him such a lecture to punish him. It 
was a very narrow escape and it made me feel 
very revengeful at the treachery of the 
blacks ... "!I 6 
Soon afterwards, native police were 
Portland district, and they " ... frightened 
brethren into better manners ... "!1 7 
An intelligent woman, Annie must have 
methods. She had certainly known earlier 
sent to the 
their sable 
known their 
of parties 
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organised to hunt Aborigines. Yet faced with personal 
danger, it had not occurred to her to answer a spear with 
her pistol. 
Also in the Western district in 
Roseneath Station on the Glenelg River, 
the 1840's, at 
two peaceable and 
trusting ladies, one aged seventy, narrowly avoided 
becoming the victims of natives made vengeful by ruthless 
white men. 
Mrs Gibson and Mrs McFarlane were often alone at 
Roseneath, and thinking the blacks " ... poor harmless 
creatures ... " sometimes had as many as twenty working in 
their garden. When they were menaced by one aggressive man, 
they were shocked, but Mrs Gibson refused to be 
intimidated. Ordered by this man - who was guiding her 
along a lonely bush track - to surrender her horse, she 
used her knowledge of the Aboriginal fear of firearms to 
advantage. Producing a three barrelled pistol which she 
" ... wore about her middle, this forming part of her 
toilet ... " she pointed it at him before whipping her mount 
to a gallop. When the same man threatened the older 
Mrs McFarlane with a rake after she rebuked him for digging 
up immature potatoes, Mrs Gibson came to her rescue, 
brandishing her trusty weapon, thus for the second time 
deterring the would-be attacker by sheer pretence. In this 
instance, however, black lust for white blood was all-
consuming. A shepherd and several hundred sheep paid the 
price the ladies escaped.~e 
In Western Australia, Georgiana Molloy, who was later 
to count Aborigines among her trusted friends (see 
Chapter 4), had also found intimidation an effective 
defence. Acting as facto Resident of Augusta in 1834 while 
her husband was at the Swan River, she was threatened by 
about twenty Aborigines who invaded her garden in search of 
potatoes. Some, armed with clubs and spears, entered the 
house. When their attention was momentarily distracted, 
Georgiana 
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" ... brought out a pistol and Molloy' s 
rifle, and laid it where they could see it. 
On finding these weapons they one by one 
dropped off ... "~9 
The unwelcome visitors then paid a call on Georgiana's 
neighbours. Sisters Fanny and Bessie Bussell were similarly 
threatened and afterwards found some precious silver salt 
cellars had been stolen. 60 Georgiana took immediate action. 
She sent her manservant to the nearby barracks and 
" ... desired Sergeant Guerin would pursue the 
natives and endeavour to procure the stolen 
property, only to use no violence. They 
seized the women and found the 
cellars ... their only punishment was to make 
the women kneel down and threaten to bayonet 
them. "6 1 
Even "Mother Buntine" of Gippsland, one of the 
toughest of frontierswomen, avoided the use of guns, 
managing to impose her will on recalcitrants by other 
means. 
Mrs Buntine and her husband took up land near Port 
Albert, in the Port Phillip District, in 1841. Legend has 
it that she was '' ... a great big rough looking woman ... " who 
could chop wood, erect fences, butcher a beast and drive a 
bullock team as efficiently as any man, while still finding 
time to care for the family she later, as a widow, provided 
with university education. 6 2 
Mrs Bun tine at first befriended the local Aborigines, 
but as their taste for European food developed, they 
annoyed her by their perpetual presence about her hut. Her 
orders to them to move off the station were met with 
resolute refusals and claims that this was tribal ground. 
What ensued is told by Phillip Pepper and Tess De Araugo in 
The Kurnai of Gippsland: 
" ... Mrs Buntine took her stockwhip, mounted 
her horse, 'and rounded up the blackfellows 
like a mob of cattle'. When they tried to 
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break away to get into the scrub and 
tussocks she cut pieces out of their hides 
with her whip . She herded them onto Ninety 
Mile Beach, driving them into the sea, and 
'In that way she settled the native 
difficulty' . The Bratowolong like the rest 
of the Kurnai were frightened of the 
sea ... "63 
There is no suggestion by Pepper and De Araugo that 
Mrs Buntine intended to drown the blacks or that any did 
drown. Had that been the case Pepper - Aboriginal 
himself - would not have neglected to set out the details. 
She certainly meant to terrorise and managed to do so with 
singular success. 
Al though guns were apparently not favoured by 
Mrs Bun tine, numerous other women in the outback adopted 
them as something of a fashion accessory. Some, like Annie 
Baxter and Mrs Gibson, used them to intimidate, as probably 
did Mrs McPhee of Ninety Mile Beach who was often alone on 
her station with large numbers of blacks. 64 Miss Eliza 
Little of Redcliffe Station on the Cornet River may or may 
not have worn her youthful swain's unusual gift of a brace 
of short double-barrelled pistols, but sentimentally she 
kept them for the next forty-five years. 6 ~ Mrs Lucy Gray of 
Hughenden Station66 seems 
Mrs Scott in 
to have worn pistols 
the Dawson River area 
for 
was decoration, but 
deadly serious. Prepared to defend herself if necessary, 
she " ... practised with her revolver for half an hour every 
day ... "67 and is quoted as recalling: 
" ... in those times I should never have 
dreamed of going along the covered way from 
the house to the kitchen without my revolver 
in my be 1 t . . . " 6 8 
It is not clear whether Mrs Scott had any tangible 
reason to be so cautious. She may have had fear instilled 
into her by a husband suffering either from a guilty 
conscience or that common male malady, frontier paranoia. 
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Although they did not all choose to wear guns, there 
would have been very few women in the outback who could not 
instantly have put their hands on one had the need arisen. 
Homestead arsenals were commonplace and constant reminders 
of real or fancied danger that might be lurking just out of 
sight. 
The need for such collections of weapons and the sense 
of security they generated may have been greater in 
hindsight than at the time. Sarah Musgrave claimed, in 
reminiscences written when she was aged 96, that merely to 
display guns was to ensure safety. Mrs Musgrave was born in 
1830 at Burrangong Station, in the Weddin Mountains near 
Grenfell in western New South Wales. As a young girl she 
was accustomed to Aborigines about the station, sometimes 
in very large numbers. She remembered them as having been 
more afraid of firearms than anything else because they 
were associated with the "debbil-debbil". Even though she 
also remembered the family had hardly ever felt in the 
least threatened by the black presence, in old age she was 
convinced that "It was the knowledge that firearms were 
kept at Burrangong that deterred many a murderous 
raid ... " 6 9 
The parents of Queenslander Mary McManus were of 
similar mind. She, too, had vivid girlhood memories of 
Aborigines, recalling many years later that there had never 
been any difficulty with the tribes in the Maranoa area, 
but adding that nevertheless they " ... always had guns at 
the ready ... " 7 0 
May Wright was seventeen when she went as a bride in 
1872 to Nulalbin in the Dawson Valley of North Queensland. 
She had no understanding of Aborigines, their language or 
customs, and no particular wish to learn. Indeed, she was 
always a little nervous of them, although she was later to 
employ several very faithful black women as servants She 
found those about her new home annoying, irresponsible and 
somehow repulsive, and was determined to instil them with 
respect, if not fear of her. 
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As a child, May had been taught to shoot by her 
grandfather, George Wyndham. In trying times at Nulalbin, 
Judith Wright has claimed, May reached for the rifle which 
hung by the dining-room door and took aim at the 
troublemakers in order to restore order and control. 71 Had 
she fired, she would not have missed, but this was mere 
bluff. As other colonial women had found, bullets were not 
necessary. 
Not only this; some were to learn that it was possible 
for an ominous situation to be defused by conciliation 
alone, and if they lacked the expertise themselves, on 
occasion called on the assistance of older children. 
Children generally learned Aboriginal languages 
without difficulty. This was an invaluable skill, not only 
in enhancing inter-racial understanding; it sometimes saved 
lives. The blacks of the northern Hunter River were 
regarded as more dangerous than most when the Ogilvie 
family settled there, but Mary Ogilvie made a point of 
befriending those who came about Merton Station, and 
encouraged her older sons to learn their language. She was 
often alone with her children at the homestead, and on one 
such occasion was threatened by a particularly hostile 
group. She sent her sons to talk to the intruders while she 
locked the smaller children away safely. Then she joined 
the boys and together they persuaded the unwelcome visitors 
to retreat.72 
Significantly, on stations held or managed by women, 
there seems to have been very 1 it tle racial trouble. As 
Ruth Teale has pointed out, Billis and Kenyon list thirty-
four single women among the pastoral pioneers of Port 
Phillip, 73 and there were others, mainly in New South 
Wales. Some women held leases for long periods, 
particularly in the Murray District. In addition to 
Elizabeth Mitchell (see below) and Elizabeth Hume (see 
Chapter 4), Mrs Susannah Shelley held Cudgewa from 1837 to 
1853, Isabella Barber was at Gundowring from 1840 to 1857, 
Mrs Agnes Read leased Carragarmungie for ten years from 
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1838 and Mrs James Alston occupied Wermatong from 1839 to 
1850. Others like them were to be found in all the 
squatting districts of Port Phillip7 4 and, in addition, 
there were women who acted as managers for absent men. 
Certainly, these women were very much in the minority 
among land holders, but this fact in itself would probably 
have been newsworthy had they encountered the problems with 
Aborigines which beset so many of their male counterparts. 
Like Mary Ogilvie, Elizabeth Mitchell realised the 
value of encouraging her family to mix with Aboriginal 
children and learn their language. Widowed with eleven 
children to support, Elizabeth in 1842 travelled by bullock 
dray from Goulbourn to the site of modern Albury, where she 
took over Mungarabeena Station from her brother, Charles 
Huon. 
Although Mungarabeena was an ancestral Aboriginal 
meeting place, there seems to have been no friction between 
the old and new occupants of the land, and the young 
Mitchells grew up in the constant company of natives 
" ... resulting in mutual respect which continued throughout 
their lives ... "7?1 
On the Goulbourn River in the Port Phillip District, 
Christina Cuninghame managed Wanregawan for some years for 
her brother Archibald, living there with her sister. Her 
only criticism of the local Aborigines was that they did 
not work hard enough in the garden! 76 
Near Gee long, Anne Drysdale had even less cause for 
complaint. She did not employ Aborigines and none seem to 
have visited her. The closest encounter mentioned in her 
diary was a "covey" heard in the bush one evening as she 
and her partner Caroline Newcomb made their way home from 
the town. Their progress would have been slow. Caroline was 
as usual on horseback, but Anne did not ride, and was 
walking beside her. With most uncharacteristic nervousness, 
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she confessed to being very thankful to complete the 
journey safely!77 
Women did not band together in mobs to engage in 
"nigger hunting", nor did they interfere with Aboriginal 
men. They were also as a rule less acquisitive than men. 
There were exceptions, of course. The ambitious 
Misses Drysdale and Newcomb by mid-1841 held squatting 
rights to two runs near Geelong: Boronggoop and Leep Leep. 
In 1843 they acquired the rights to a third run, Coriyule, 
a large part of which they purchased freehold in 1848. 7 8 
Similarly, Janet Templeton in the 1840 's owned Roseneath 
Cottage at Parramatta, occupied Kelburn, a sheep run near 
Goulbourn, and also took up Seven Creeks, outside present-
day Euroa.19 
Generally, though, if women held sufficient land to 
provide comfortably for their needs, they were not 
constantly seeking more. In addition, women on stations run 
by men would often have become known for their personal 
kindness towards Aborigines, even if their influence 
otherwise was minimal. 
This was not all. The Aboriginal premise that 
" ... males are the active owners of land ... "80 together with 
the honour which was the due of senior tribal females may 
have worked in favour of white women who became farmers or 
squatters. 
Tribal matriarchs enjoyed powerful positions in much 
the same way as did elder women in European families. At 
least on the eastern seaboard in the colonial period, there 
seems to have been no role model for women as land owners, 
and the discovery that white women emulated men in this 
regard would have been confusing to say the least. If these 
women also appeared entitled to matriarchal respect, this 
would probably have influenced the Aborigines' behaviour 
towards them. 
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Women in the outback would have been aware of all the 
hazards of isolation, and there can be little doubt that 
some walked in constant fear of attack by Aborigines. 
Before setting out on the journey from Geelong to Trawalla 
Station (near present-day Beaufort) in 1839, Katherine 
Kirkland's servant Mary Forrester "was quite sure she would 
be killed by the wild natives when she got up the 
country". 81 However, the evidence does not suggest that the 
apprehensive Mary was by any means one of a majority. 
Compared with the perils of childbirth and illness, for 
many women such a possibility was almost certainly one of 
their lesser concerns. Mrs Kirkland herself travelled to 
Melbourne in a dray for the birth of her second child, 
arriving four days before the confinement. Two months 
later, while both she and the baby were still "very 
delicate", the return journey to Trawalla took eleven 
days. 82 
Where confrontation with Aborigines could not be 
avoided, women preferred to negotiate first, then, if that 
approach failed, to threaten or intimidate rather than 
shoot. Their generally successful use of these more 
moderate methods is an indictment of the trigger-happy men 
who were responsible for so much senseless slaughter. 
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Ch.apter 4 
Friendly Relations 
If the sometimes defensive and occasionally militant 
women of the Australian frontier have so far largely 
escaped historical attention, so too have another group of 
women whose behaviour may have helped to soften the harsh 
impact of colonisation. At least one female historian has 
found their invisibility puzzling. Writing on the subject 
'Black and White Women on the Australian Frontier', Myrna 
Tonkinson has said: 
" ... there is 
descriptions of 
a dearth of 
relationships 
substantial 
of any kind 
between black and white women ... This gap is 
curious and warrants explanation: is it due 
to an absence of data or a lack of interest 
on the part of those who have written about 
the frontier, race relations, and related 
subjects in Australia?" 1 
The answers to Tonkinson's questions lie in the male 
bias of Australian history as discussed in Chapter 1. Male 
historians have concentrated on events of importance to men 
and have generally overlooked the experiences of women. 
Letters and diaries left by men have been considered 
valuable source material in the reconstruction of the past, 
but those of women, by comparison, have seemed too slight 
and personal to warrant much attention. Yet it is through 
appeal to this evidence that we can add a new dimension to 
our history by reclaiming details of lives so far 
overlooked. 
As this evidence is pieced together, it becomes clear 
that a range of relationships evolved between colonial 
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women and Aborigines. A number of these were most cordial 
and appear to have been uninhibited by the prevailing 
notions of race and class which governed so much male 
behaviour. Some were of course work-based, but were not 
necessarily exploitative. Those were the days when elder 
daughters were expected to assist with domestic tasks and 
in the care of younger children and in some cases black 
women seem to have assumed this role and to have been 
treated accordingly. In other instances, white women simply 
looked upon Aborigines as friends and found friendship in 
return. Such relationships may have differed somewhat in 
character from those between European women, but they seem 
to have brought pleasure to both sides. 
Of course, although the emphasis in this study is on 
interaction between women, in fairness it must be noted 
that not all white men were of the stamp of those whose 
inhumanity is discussed in Chapter 3. Some established 
genuine comradeship with Aborigines of both sexes. 
At Ebenezer Mission near Horsham in the 1860's 
Friedrich Hagenauer regarded Nathaniel Pepper as his "black 
brother". 2 In the same era at Raukkan Mission on the shores 
of Lake Alexandrina, George Taplin formed firm and lasting 
friendships with black men, some of whom were converted to 
Christianity and others not. 
purely Platonic relationship 
He also enjoyed a close but 
with Teenminnie, a leading 
Christian woman among the Ngarrindjeri people. 3 
As well, there were a variety of willing and often 
affectionate secular associations between white men and 
black women. These included successful working 
partnerships, long term stable de facto relationships and a 
very few legal marriages, the latter as a rule in the face 
of both social disapproval and official discouragement. 4 
Secular associations among black and white men, until 
much later when they served together as equals in the armed 
forces,~ seem generally to have involved some degree of 
patriarchy. This applied even in instances where the ties 
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were lifelong and based on co-operation and mutual respect, 
as they were between the Durack men and "Pumpkin". 6 
Even if friendships between black and white women were 
sustained only where white women were entirely without 
other female company, that did not necessarily make them 
any the less valid. Indeed, accounts of white women of the 
Victorian era swimming naked with black friends imply a 
rare level of intimacy and trust. 
The Oxford Dictionary defines friendship as "One 
joined to another in intimacy and mutual benevolence 
independently of sexual or family love" while Collins says 
"a person known well to another and regarded with liking, 
affection and loyalty". Neither specifies conditions under 
which these associations must be formed, nor is there any 
requirement for permanency. The important factor is mutual 
goodwill between the parties involved at the time, and this 
was the basis of black-white friendship. 
Working mainly from records of the Board for the 
Protection of Aborigines (whose members were all male until 
Anne Bon' s appointment in the 1880 's) , Diane Barwick has 
reached the conclusion that cross-cultural female 
friendships flourished on small mission stations. Six of 
these were established in Victoria between 1858 and 1869, 
each having from 60 to 120 residents who were in close 
daily contact with staff families. The result, according to 
Barwick - suggesting an extraordinary universality - was 
that "Acculturation of the residents was swift and largely 
voluntary", 7 not least because 
"The wives and daughters of the missionaries 
and teachers were the first Europeans to 
treat them [the women] as friends and 
equals ... Their hairstyles, habits and 
housekeeping skills were eagerly copied by 
the native women with very little tuition or 
coercion ... The dress, tasks and interests of 
all females at the station were similar and 
a genuine camaraderie developed as they 
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shared the same classes, met to sew, crochet 
and embroider, sang in the choir and 
practised the harmonium, worked in the dairy 
and bakery, prepared festive suppers for 
church events and social evenings, sat up 
with the sick and wept together over 
children's coffins ... all the women were in 
and out of each other's houses ... " 8 
According to Barwick, this inter-racial 
harmony - which undoubtedly did develop on some of the 
mission stations - was in strong contrast to the "marked 
barrier" between native women in the camps and white women 
in homesteads and towns where " ... a negligible number ever 
entered kitchen or parlour and then only as a nursemaid or 
servant. " 9 
Maloga Mission at Echuca was founded in the 1870's by 
Janet and Daniel Matthews and was " ... for many years ... the 
only refuge for Aborigines in the whole of New South Wales 
and Northern Victoria ... 1110 It was also an institution 
where the Europeanisation of the inmates was a primary 
objective, but the process was undertaken gradually. 
Janet Matthews took a maternal pride in the domestic 
skills she managed to instil into her female charges and 
one can imagine her praising each new achievement. In 
October 1876 she wrote in her diary: 
"Louisa a black girl has been here since 
last Friday. She is getting on nicely and 
helps with 
lighted up 
the children. 
and looked so 
Her face really 
nice when I was 
teaching her to crochet last night ... " 11 
By March 1877 the Matthews' household had been enlarged and 
much progress had been made. Janet wrote: 
"Louisa attends to the dairy very 
nicely,Sarah makes bread and Harriet has her 
duties also, and each does well ... 11 12 
Two days later there was yet more to report. Harriet was 
showing promise as a seamstress and had 
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" ... nearly made her dress today, a print one 
with frills on the bodice and sleeves, she 
has worked at it so industriously."1 3 
This aptitude for feminine accomplishments appeared to come 
as something of a surprise to the missionaries, as had the 
character of the people they had been sent to civilise. 
Janet wrote of their revised opinion: 
"I have been struck with the modesty and 
delicacy of both sexes. Their manner of life 
has been so much at variance with these 
qualities, that it is a matter for the 
greatest astonishment to us." 14 
Janet Matthews may have exercised a good deal of 
authority over the black girls at Maloga, but the standards 
she expected from them were those she set herself. Her 
diary suggests that her relationship with them resembled 
that of firm but affectionate mother and daughters. 
Margaret Tucker saw mission life from the Aboriginal 
viewpoint, and remembers a similar atmosphere to that 
depicted by Janet Matthews. Her childhood was spent 
"between Moonahculla on the Edwards River and old 
Maloga". 1 ~ Her mother, grandmother and great-grandmother 
were "part of the Mission experiment "16 at Maloga, where 
her mother, then Theresa Middleton, had worked as assistant 
to the teacher appointed by the New South Wales Department 
of Education. Reflecting her missionary training, Theresa 
was also "skilled in sewing and ironing". 17 
In her autobiography, Mrs Tucker paid tribute to the 
missionaries she knew in her girlhood. They were much 
loved, and closely involved in the lives of the people in 
their charge, as was illustrated by a traditional evening 
ritual at Moonahculla. An elderly Aboriginal woman "would 
start to weep and wail for her dead children" 18 but was not 
left to mourn alone. Mrs Tucker said: 
"We children would gather round the shack in 
silence and grieve with her. Sometimes the 
missionaries, Miss McCribben, Miss Bagnell 
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and Miss Brown ... would sit there too, just 
to show their sympathy. 11 19 
Mrs Tucker has memories of sharing meals with 
missionaries, who introduced young Aborigines to European 
food and taught them table etiquette. She also remembers 
the excitement of playing hockey with them, and their 
firmness if rules were disobeyed. If any of the children 
swore on the field, the game was over for the day! 
Myrna Tonkinson is in disagreement with Barwick's 
evocation of inter-racial friendship on the missions. 
According to her it "conveys an image of sisterhood between 
Aboriginal and white women that is rarely encountered." It 
is her belief that if such relationships existed they 
resulted only from "the extraordinary circumstances of 
institutional life." 20 As an illustration, she has singled 
out the case of Bessy Flower. 
A brilliant student and gifted teacher whose education 
was completed at an exclusive girls' school in Sydney, 
Bessy happily began work as an assistant teacher at the 
West Australian mission where she had spent her childhood. 
When she went to Gippsland at the age of sixteen to fill a 
teaching vacancy21 she expected to return "home" after two 
years. 
At Ramahyuk she did not enjoy the same professional 
prestige as she had done at Annesfield. The Moravian 
mission superintendent, Friedrich Hagenauer, was both 
racist and extremely authoritarian, and Bessy, unlike white 
teachers, was assigned additional domestic and nursery 
duties in his home. Still, Louise Hagenauer was "a dear 
lady" 22 and once the acute stage of homesickness for Albany 
passed it would seem that she gradually supplanted Anne 
Camfield as the major influence in Bessy's life. 
Louise would have exemplified Christian marriage and 
motherhood and probably became a role model as well as a 
new mother figure for the impressionable young Bessy. 
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However, when she received a proposal from a white suitor 
in Albany who was approved by the Camfields she 
declined the off er and made the tragic decision to remain 
in Gippsland. Her romantic interest in a European labourer 
at Ramahyuk was vetoed by Hagenauer on racial grounds, but 
he was fearful for her virtue if she remained single. He 
engineered her marriage to the handsome, likeable and 
hard-working but ill-educated half-caste Donald Cameron and 
skilfully set about transforming her from a person in her 
own right to the subordinate "Mrs Cameron". 23 
The marriage was doomed from the start by reason of 
intellectual disparity, but this Hagenauer ignored. His 
anxiety to see Bessy safely married was such that any 
husband he regarded as suitable would do. 
Louise Hagenauer' s status was similar to that which 
her husband sought to impose on Bessy, but she was probably 
less well educated and more compliant. She would certainly 
have been powerless to prevent the contrivance of her young 
friend's marriage even if she had foreseen the misery it 
would bring. In any case, arranged marriages were not 
unusual in their religious sect, and of course, this was a 
concept with which Bessy herself was familiar. However, 
European education had probably led her to expect for 
herself the right, enjoyed by most white women, to choose a 
compatible partner. The consequence of Hagenauer's 
interference was to be not only a loss of self but a 
cultural crisis from which she never fully emerged. 
Had she returned to Albany, how different her life 
might have been. Anne Camfield was not above making 
decisions on behalf of Aboriginal girls, but she was a 
strong and independent woman, and had encouraged Bessy to 
develop similar qualities. There is little doubt that under 
her guidance the younger woman would have made a much 
happier marriage. 
While black and white women on the missions were often 
on close terms with one another, all too frequently the 
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leaders were men who were ignorant of the role of women in 
Aboriginal society and wrongly assumed it to be as 
subordinate as in their own. Thus Bessy Flower and unknown 
numbers of women like her became the victims of both racism 
and sexism. 
Outside the missions the first contact between white 
women and Aborigines often arose from neighbourliness on 
the part of the blacks, as was the experience of Elizabeth 
Macarthur, 24 and also of Annie Baxter. 
Annie Baxter, who had earlier been a spoiled young 
star in the glittering vice-regal social circles of Hobart 
and Sydney, settled with her husband at Yesabba Station 
near Port Macquarie in 1839. There she found the blacks 
" ... a source of considerable entertainment ... " 2 0 and took 
particular pleasure in watching the graceful movements of 
the women as they climbed trees. She said of her new 
acquaintances: 
I like them - and think, if properly 
managed, they may be of much service to 
settlers - They assisted us in many 
things ... They never intrude either - and so 
prove themselves more mannerly than I 
am ... "26 
Although like Mrs Macarthur, Annie was later to 
substantially revise these impressions, it appears that her 
initial interest was such that she learned to understand, 
if not speak, the local language. Five years later, at the 
Ovens River on the way to Port Fairy, the Baxters camped 
near a house because the blacks were "not always 
trustworthy". 27 Some visited the travellers and Annie said 
of them : 
"They are very ugly, not at all like the 
Murray river tribes, who are fine-looking 
men. They speak quite a different language 
too, but they understand the Port Macquarie 
tongue ... " 2 8 
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Had she but known it, Annie was probably quite safe at 
the Ovens, due to the regard in which the Docker family at 
nearby Bontharambo Station was held. The Reverend Joseph 
Docker had settled there in 1838, taking over land 
abandoned by the Faithfull brothers after blacks had 
murdered six of their shepherds and the usual retribution 
had been exacted. The area was considered dangerous, but 
Joseph Docker was unafraid. Apparently unaware that he was 
trespassing on tribal land, he maintained that if the 
Aborigines were treated kindly there was nothing to be 
feared. His eldest daughter, Mary Jane, then aged twelve, 
recalled the first meeting. She said: 
" ... the first my father saw of them was one 
day when riding out with his stockmen to 
look for cattle in the direction of 
Boorhaman. He saw two natives; they tried to 
run away but he galloped after them , caught 
them up and made signs that he would not 
injure them. He gave them his neck tie, 
knife and anything else he could dispense 
with. He also made them understand that they 
could go to his 'gunyah', which they shortly 
did. The poor creatures never injured anyone 
in my father's employment, although 
sometimes a great number came to the house 
who had never previously seen Europeans." 29 
Mary Jane had met Aborigines during the long journey 
from Windsor. She remembered a friendly group who had 
visited the family and camped near them. When the Dockers 
paid a return visit, Mary Jane "was much interested in 
seeing a clay oven prepared in which the kangaroo was 
baked." Another group had helped the party cross the Murray 
River. and at Bontharambo, Mary Jane certainly endeared 
herself to at least one frightened Aborigine who was being 
sought by the police. She hid him under her parents' bed 
until the danger had passed! 3 D 
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Mary Thomas spent her first months in South Australia 
in one of cluster of tents where Glenelg now is, with 
Aborigines as constant, curious and helpful visitors. 
Greatly amused by her ignorance of such a fundamental task, 
they taught her to build a cooking fire and carried wood 
and water for her. When the settlers moved to the site of 
Adelaide, their black friends followed them. One woman 
developed an abiding interest in the Thomas family and in 
her reminiscences Mary said of her: 
"One woman, who was usually known by the 
name of Black Mary, frequently came to see 
us long after we settled in Adelaide, 
addressing us all by names and inquiring 
after our health with the greatest kindness, 
for she could speak English with but little 
difficulty ... " 3 1 
The fact that Mary made no attempt to learn her 
visitor's language (perhaps because at fifty she was 
already on the verge of considering herself old and it was 
too much trouble to do so) seemed to make no difference to 
the kindly Aboriginal woman. 
Port Phillip District socialite Georgiana Mccrae 
valued Aborigines as workers, visitors, neighbours and 
playmates for her sons. Her journal entries suggest she 
regarded them as affectionately as the old family retainers 
she had left behind in Britain. Their reliability, too, was 
taken for granted. In Melbourne, they formed part of the 
domestic workforce which enabled her to fulfil her social 
duties, secure in the knowledge that at home the chores 
would go on as usual, for there on a typical day 
"Our black allies, Murray, Mooni, and 
Margaret, [were] busy all day chopping wood 
and drawing water for Ellen ... "3 2 
For their part, the Aborigines probably felt 
themselves on a more even footing with the McCraes than 
Georgiana realised. In June 1843 she wrote of a group who 
had paid a call on the family: 
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"Our familiar Aborigines spent the day here. 
Betty, or "Yellambourrine" ... exchanged names 
with Lucinda. This is a native compliment to 
be received with good grace ... " 33 
It was in fact the ultimate in compliments. At the age 
of eighteen months Lucinda had been admitted to honorary 
kinship with the black women. More than a century later, 
female anthropologists were to be similarly privileged, but 
only after spending long periods working in the field. 
In 1845, when her husband's business was on the verge 
of failure, Georgiana was dismayed at his insistence that 
their newly completed home be sold and the family remove to 
his station at Arthur's Seat. If Annie Baxter had initially 
appeared temperamentally unsuited to life in the bush, it 
might have been expected that Georgiana Mccrae would find 
the transition even more difficult. 
However, once the move was made she made the best of 
her exile. Aborigines were her only neighbours and groups 
camped near the house, some more or less permanently, 
becoming "our blacks" in her diary. Her sons found new 
black friends, and in their company were introduced to the 
boyhood delights of fishing and hunting. 
These friendships sometimes ended tragically. 
Georgiana's diary entry for October 1st 1851 reads: 
" ... a hard frost, and I have been to visit 
our blacks, who are quambied (camped) 
outside the paddock fence, on the edge of 
the Cape Schanck Road. Here I found "Bogie" 
in great distress because his son Johnnie 
(aged nineteen) was dying ... Johnnie had been 
a companion to my boys and they felt his 
death more than I can tell ... " 34 
This time it was Georgiana herself who received a 
unique native compliment. She was invited to watch the 
traditional funeral ceremony. 
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Shortly after Johnnie's death the family returned to 
Melbourne, apparently severing all bonds with Arthur's 
Seat. Perhaps this was to be expected. Bush friendships 
were difficult to transplant. 
The friendship between Anne Bon of Wappan Station on 
the Acheron River (now submerged under the Eildon Weir) 
with Barak (or Berak) and his three wives spanned many 
years. With his first wife Lizzie, Barak lived near Wappan 
in the early 1860's. After Lizzie died in 1868, he moved to 
Coranderrk Mission, where he married Annie, and after her 
death in 1881, Sarah. During the forty years he spent at 
Coranderrk Anne visited him often, listened to the stories 
he told of his people and encouraged him in the painting he 
took up. 3 !5 
Anne Bon's lifelong interest in Aborigines and 
friendship with many of them seems to have dated from her 
arrival at Wappan - where as many as five hundred sometimes 
camped - as a Scottish bride in 1858. She 
"shared their sorrows and their 
pleasures ... attended their weddings at 
Coranderrk ... treated them with respect and 
affection ... and she worked unceasingly to 
get better conditions for them."36 
She was also the only woman member of the Board of Inquiry 
established by the Barry Government in 1881 to investigate 
the treatment of Aborigines in Victoria, and was later 
appointed to the Aborigines Protection Board. 37 
Black-white friendships between women sometimes 
derived initially from aspects of child-care and then 
extended into other shared concerns. 
Lizzie Mildren, her husband and his brother took up 
Lucyvale Station in the Upper Murray District in 1863. 
Lizzie then had two children and was to give birth to seven 
more. In later years the Mildrens employed a tutor to teach 
their own children and as well " ... any other child - black 
or white - who wanted to learn ... " 
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Perhaps that was how Lizzie and Big Bella, matriarch 
of the local tribe, first met. Afterwards, probably at Big 
Bella's request, Lizzie often rode into the mountains to 
visit sick black women. She may also have dispensed such 
western medicines as she had in hand when native remedies 
failed. In return 
" ... Big Bella brought her fish from the 
creeks and taught her aboriginal folklore 
and native cures. Lizzie was taught how to 
make a very good ointment out of stinging 
nettles, bruised and mixed with bees' wax, 
and how to make a liniment out of deadly 
nightshade~ she was shown what burr to boil 
up for stomach complaints and how to cook 
milky thistles for her family to eat when 
vegetables were scarce ... "38 
It was probably also under Big Bella's experienced eye that 
Lizzie picked mungegongs, (wild raspberries) to make jam 
and her husband gathered wild honey. 
Mrs Colin Campbell - who enjoyed the distinction of 
being one of the few women mentioned in that collection of 
male monographs commemorating white settlement of the Port 
Phillip District, Letters from Victorian Pioneers - was 
another white woman who ministered to Aborigines, perhaps 
more professionally than Lizzie Mildren. 
Mrs Campbell was a contemporary of the first woman 
doctor, Elizabeth Blackwell, who graduated in New York in 
1849, and Elizabeth Garrett, the first British woman to 
enter the medical profession. She was endowed with similar 
ability and " ... could have made a brilliant career in 
surgery ... " had not ill health intervened. As it was, she 
emigrated to Port Phillip and married Colin Campbell at 
Christ Church Geelong in January 1851. She then made her 
home at Buangor, a section of the original Mount Cole run 
taken up by her husband and his brother eleven years 
earlier. The Campbell brothers were on good terms with the 
hundred or so Aborigines camped nearby and Colin formally 
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introduced his bride to them all. In acknowledging her, the 
tribal king bowed regally and addressed her as Mrs Colin 
Campbell, as befitted the wife of the younger brother! 
At Buangor, 
three daughters. 
Mrs Campbell 
By then 
inexhaustible energy, for 
domestic role she 
was to produce ten sons and 
she must have had almost 
as well as fulfilling her 
" ... used her skill in the Mount Cole 
District, doctoring employees, people of the 
district and the Aborigines ... "39 
When western medicines were not available in the 
outback the accuracy of Aboriginal diagnosis and 
prescription could be a source of both relief and 
gratitude, particularly for mothers of sick children. 
Eve Pownall has told the story of Muggaree, a "house 
gin" at Mooraberrie Station in Western Queensland, where 
one of Kate Bancroft Miller's children was suffering 
acutely from sandy blight. Although crippled and so able to 
move about only with the support of two sticks, Muggaree 
went in search of a specific plant. After two days she 
returned with the leaves she needed and prepared a 
traditional lotion. The child recovered within a week. 40 
At Midlothian Jane Bardsley suffered with sore breasts 
after the birth of her first baby. Ki tty, the "house gin" 
who had consoled Jane when she was lonely, watched over her 
during the pregnancy and accompanied her to Normanton for 
the birth in case help was needed on the road, advised her 
to "keep them two fella hot, rub longer goanna fat." Jane's 
"doctor's book" recommended olive oil and hot foments. 41 
Mrs Ilma Bruckner, too, knew of white children whose 
heal th had been restored through the use of Aboriginal 
cures. In an article written about 1920, recalling her 
Queensland girlhood, she said the Aboriginal women she had 
known were 
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" ... generally of a peaceful disposition and 
willing to do little services at times ... for 
the white women ... One of the most valuable 
was to make white mothers acquainted with 
certain healing herbs in times of 
sickness ... the value of this to mothers with 
young children was very great ... "42 
Soon after she arrived at Bangate Station on the 
Narran River, Katie Langloh Parker heard of Old Bootha' s 
talents as healer, rain-maker and consultant of the 
spirits. Indeed, it was said that she was " ... a fully-
fledged witch ... " Nevertheless, her remedies for a painful 
knee experienced by Katie's husband were the same as those 
recommended later by a doctor. She also effectively treated 
a young woman visiting the station who had been made ill by 
bee stings.43 
One logical outcome of friendship and exchange of 
medical knowledge between black and white women was 
assistance in childbirth. No first-hand records of their 
experiences seem to have been left by the white women who 
accepted this care, so information from the European point 
of view is not from the patients themselves, although in 
sorne instances it is from close observation. As the volume 
of writing by Aboriginal women like Ida West increases, 
more about this aspect of colonial life should become 
known. 
In her reminiscences, Mrs West has mentioned female 
relatives who acted as midwives for the women of Flinders 
Island regardless of colour. She has said: 
"My mother and the other women always kept a 
basin and their best towel for the doctor. 
There was only one doctor on Flinders Island 
and to my people he was a king. No-one was 
allowed to use the basin or towel, only the 
doctor and the bush nurse. She was like a 
queen ... The nurse 
Island ... Mrs Julie 
had a house at Babel 
Burgess, Auntie Emma 
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Maynard, Gussie Maynard and Betsy Maynard, 
were our midwives. They brought Aboriginal 
babies into the world and also white 
children. Maudie Brown took over after 
Mrs Burgess."44 
More recently Miriam Dadleh told Adele Pring of her 
assistance to a white neighbour. She said with pride: 
"This woman left it too late and my daughter 
went over and said 'My mother nursed a 
couple of women you know. ' They called me 
over - I asked them for this and that. They 
had to sterilize the things and I brought 
this little boy into the world and she had 
four or five kids before and she reckons 
that's the best birth she ever had - natural 
birth see."4!1 
Ann McGrath found other examples of this facet of 
outback life in her research for 'Born in the Cattle'. A 
Mrs Wilson of Newcastle Waters was assisted "at a very 
difficult birth" by black women who had earlier manipulated 
her back when it became painful in the later stages of 
pregnancy, while in the other instance 
Of 
"Topsy, a member of the Wadarnan tribe, 
delivered a baby for a white woman at 
Limestone Creek, near the Victoria River; 
she placed hot stones on the mother's 
stomach to ease the pain. II 4 6 
post-partum care, McGrath has said: 
"Certain eucalyptus leaves were used by 
Aboriginal women to bathe the baby and 
mother after the birth and hot water was 
applied to the nipples to encourage milk 
flow. "4 7 
Other records of such cases are those of Mrs Torn 
Stalley (see below), who in 1890 was assisted in childbirth 
by one of her Aboriginal nursemaids, and that of Mrs John 
MacEacharn. The latter is cited by Mary Gilmore. 
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At some time in the 1850 's or 1860 's Mrs MacEacharn 
left Goulbourn as a bride. She travelled with her husband 
and his brother who were driving their flocks and herds to 
a new station near the Glenelg River in Western Victoria. 
An excellent horsewoman, she is said to have ridden her 
favourite mare all the way, even though she was pregnant 
for half of the eighteen months taken to complete the 
journey. The party had a great deal of help from the blacks 
who accompanied them and 
" ... helped them through flooded rivers and 
creeks; told them where crossings could be 
made; brought back stock that wandered; 
attended Mrs John when the baby was born; 
and looked after the child as the mother 
rode again on the journey ... "48 
Mary Gilmore has credited black women with educating 
their white sisters in the profession of midwifery. She has 
said: 
" ... In our beginnings the black woman was 
always the stand-by of the woman of the 
interior ... two of the most trusted nurses in 
Wagga Wagga ... told my mother that what made 
them so successful was what they had learned 
from the blacks ... one said she had to teach 
the doctor, as he had come to town a 
surgeon, but not an accoucher ... "49 
Evelyn Maunsell was in 
skills of Aboriginal women. 
no doubt about the obstetric 
Soon after her arrival as a 
bride at Mount Mulgrave Station in North Queensland she 
rode twenty-five miles to assist at a premature birth. The 
anxious father-to-be had already enlisted the aid of "an 
old gin called Fanny who delivered most of the piccaninnies 
in that part of the country". He was armed with a medical 
book and stationed himself outside the bedroom door to read 
instructions to Evelyn, losing his place at the most 
crucial moments. Fanny ignored him and Evelyn decided to do 
the same. She said: 
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"I was watching Fanny and I thought, 
brought more piccaninnies into the 
than Arthur White has ever seen." So 
"She's 
world 
I let 
her go ahead without interfering and 
everything was all right."oo 
This was twenty-one year old Maud White's second child. She 
had been "born and bred in the bush", was "placid and 
understanding"!l 1 and she too must have been confident of 
Fanny's ability. The trust of the two white women was 
justified. The tiny seven months baby thrived in an era 
when her survival in a city hospital would have been 
regarded as a triumph. 
Numerous stories of friendship between black 
women - and sometimes black men - and white women have come 
out of colonial Queensland. Often they resulted from the 
Aborigines' solicitude for lonely European women. 
In 1851 when 
Station there were 
sides. Later, when 
with Mrs Hunter they 
Mrs John Hunter arrived at Marroon 
initial shocks to be overcome on both 
the native women had become friendly 
" ... would stop with her for company 
her husband was away on one of 
when 
his 
trips ... "!I 2 
On most stations such trips were frequent and often lasted 
for several weeks. Mrs Hunter would have spent a good deal 
of her time with her black companions. 
Mrs Abraham Wallace found the local tribe kind and 
understanding when she was left to camp alone near 
Wilcannia in 1863. The chief himself visited her to express 
his concern at her situation, conveying to her that he felt 
it his duty to protect her.!1 3 
Mrs John Owen, whose husband worked on Tolarno 
Station, travelled with her baby by bullock wagon up the 
Darling to her new home. She crossed the river in a zinc 
lined tea chest " ... propelled by four Barkindji 
tribesmen ... " 0 4 and afterwards was often visited in her 
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bark hut by blacks she counted as friends. Theirs was a 
practical friendship. They cut wood and carried water for 
Mrs Owen. 
Mrs Warner of Whurly Station in the same area 
preferred to be a little more formal. Following the custom 
of English ladies, she invited passing Aborigines to drink 
tea with herJ!l!I 
Black women were always ready to include white women 
in their leisure activities and food gathering excursions. 
This was how Katie Langloh Parker gathered the material for 
the books she was later to write. She was so trusted by the 
Aboriginal women of Bangate that they revealed legends and 
information about sacred rites to her. She also learned the 
local language and regional dialects.!16 
Jane Bardsley spent Sunday afternoons at Midlothian 
swimming naked in a lagoon with black friends and fishing 
for crayfish.!1 7 She was taught how to kill harmless 
snakes - apparently she did not tackle the venomous 
varieties! - with a twist of the wrist, and how to light 
fires by rubbing sticks together. She learned where food 
was to be found and how it was obtained and cooked. She was 
also taught " ... to corroboree as well as any gin ... "! ii 8 In 
time she began to "feel black" and was so thoroughly 
accepted as one of themselves by the black women that they 
tried to persuade her to allow them to initiate her.!1 9 
Evelyn Maunsell formed friendships with the black 
women at Mount Mulgrave where Maud White was probably the 
only other white woman for miles in every direction. In her 
reminiscences many years later, Ev~lyn said it had been her 
habit on most afternoons to go to the nearby Mitchell River 
with the "station gins" where they swam, fished and washed 
clothes together. The blacks on the station had never given 
any trouble, and were very protective of their "white 
missus". Her only concession to concern for her safety had 
been to walk at the rear of the file to the river, since it 
was widely believed by men steeped in bush folklore that an 
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Aborigine behind you might suddenly be overcome by an 
irresistible urge to hit you over the head!6o 
No such misgivings marred the 
Mrs A.Y.Hassell and the native women 
miles east of Perth where she went as 
Entirely without the companionship of 
friendship between 
of the station 150 
a bride about 1861. 
other white women, 
Mrs Hassell read a great deal, " ... took up natural history 
and botany as a study ... " and found herself fascinated by 
Aboriginal culture. She said: 
"The customs and strange ways of the natives 
were an unfailing source of interest ... their 
home life was daily spread before my view, 
the ingenuity with which they supplied their 
daily wants, and the numerous curious 
customs I observed from time to time, and 
endeavoured to find out the reasons 
for ... but generally failed to get a 
satisfactory reply. It has always been the 
custom was the only answer I usually 
got ... "61 
In time, Mrs Hassell was accepted by the Aboriginal 
women almost as one of themselves. She 
" ... made many friends among the natives, and 
gained to a great extent their confidence, 
and always went fearlessly among them ... "6 2 
She could also rely on a willing and numerous female escort 
on the long walks she took to explore her new surroundings. 
She learned to track, and often caused her black friends 
amusement because her powers of observation were less acute 
than theirs. She was taught the methods of gathering 
various foods, and as well 
" ... developed the sixth sense of a native, 
and could not get lost, always instinctively 
turning homeward ... "63 
Through her intimate 
women, Mrs Hassell learned 
affairs, and about tribal 
association with Aboriginal 
a great deal about women's 
life in general. She could 
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describe articles of clothing and adornment, weapons and 
tools, and the use and significance of each item. She was 
also perhaps the only white woman of her time to be 
properly informed about the "laziness" of Aboriginal men 
whose wives appeared to European eyes to be beasts of 
burden when they were on the move. It was explained to her 
by a native whom she reproached for this cavalier behaviour 
that he walked ahead of his wife carrying only his spears 
in order to protect her. Should he be killed in an attack, 
she would have time to run away and so avoid being claimed 
as the wife of the victor.64 
The love of children was frequently the basis for 
associations between black and white women. Some of these 
may have been working arrangements, but others seem to have 
arisen simply because of the Aborigines' kindness and 
fascination with white children. 
Busy white mothers all over the outback were glad of 
black nursemaids. With seventeen children, Elizabeth Post 
of Picton must have been busier than most, especially when 
twins were added to the brood. Still, help was at hand. 
Jean Carmody has told the story: 
" ... The Post twins were practically 
by the aboriginal women who lived 
reared 
around 
Picton, their humpies interspersed among the 
settlers' homes. The gins delighted in 
minding the white children of the small 
settlement, and in particular Elizabeth's 
small twin sons. Every morning at ten, one 
of the gins washed all the aboriginal 
children together in a big sawn-off tub, and 
natives would come from miles around to see 
the sight of the little white twins in among 
the black bodies, looking so snowy white 
against the other children's shiny dark 
skins ... "6 !! 
Mrs Tom Stalley of Budda Station in the Darling River 
Region employed two Aboriginal nursemaids, one of whom (as 
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noted above) was to act as a midwife to her. Rosie and Toby 
took meals with the family, and taught their charges to 
swim and make bark canoes. In return, Mrs Stalley taught 
the girls to cook and sew so well that later they used 
these talents to earn their livings.66 
At Cressbrook Station, ninety miles up-river from 
Brisbane, Mary Mcconnel, who later founded the Brisbane 
Children's Hospital, employed a black nursemaid for one of 
her sons and as well at various times had several 
Aboriginal children living as members of her family. One 
orphan boy accompanied the family to Britain and spent 
seven years at school there. Unfortunately he was unsettled 
by the return to Australia and soon afterwards returned to 
his own people, much to Mary's distress.6 7 
In the Upper Manning River district, Mrs I.M. Simpson 
showed her confidence in the Aboriginal disposition most 
convincingly. It was her opinion that the blacks 
" ... did not interfere with the white 
settlers at all, they did not steal, were 
not vicious, lived happy carefree lives, 
minded their own business ... "68 
She demonstrated her faith in them by having an elderly 
Aboriginal man living in her home to assist with the care 
of her children, much as a grandfather might have done. His 
presence would also have been an insurance against any of 
the small Simpsons wandering away and becoming lost. 
Even in the rigidly class-conscious north-west of 
Western Australia where mistress-servant relationships were 
usually maintained, the Aborigines' gentleness towards 
children was endearing. In Memories of Nor'West Life in the 
Early Days, Alma Hardie paid tribute to the black women she 
had known. Not only were they better laundresses than most 
whites, but they were unfailingly as kind to white children 
as to their own. 6 9 
Accounts of white women caring for black children are 
sprinkled through histories of white settlement in 
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Australia. One of the best known is that of Mrs Aeneas Gunn 
and her merry "little black princess" Bett-Bett. Aged about 
eight, Bett-Bett was left behind on the bank of the Roper 
River in the Northern Territory in 1902 when her tribe fled 
an attack by enemy blacks. She was found there by Jeannie 
Gunn and her husband and lived with them at Elsey Station 
for some months, during which time she added considerably 
to Mrs Gunn's knowledge of Aborigines and their culture. 70 
There are also at least two known instances of white 
women adding orphaned black babies to their families. In 
one, an infant girl was rescued by a stockman after the 
Sheep Station Bluff massacre and taken to Caroline McMaugh 
of Pee Dee Station. Mrs McMaugh is said to have suckled the 
Aboriginal baby as well as her own, and both apparently 
thrived. 71 At some later time, little Tilly went to live 
with the Thompson family of Towel Creek and was given their 
surname. 
The second orphan was found after the Towel Creek 
massacre, attempting to drink from his dead mother. He was 
taken home by nearby settler Hedley Scott and brought up as 
one of the Scott family.12 
It is more difficult to find evidence of the reverse 
to the above si tua ti on. One can only surmise that black 
women who replaced white mothers, as opposed to acting 
purely as nursemaids, were rarely acknowledged. 
One who did achieve some recognition was Black 
Charlotte of Elm Hill in the Upper Murray district where 
bachelor Joe Hanson befriended and sheltered Aborigines. He 
also provided a home for three white orphans, probably in 
the 1860's. They were mothered by Black Charlotte, who had 
been his housekeeper - perhaps mistress too - for many 
years. Her charges remembered her with great affection for 
the rest of their lives. She had been the only mother they 
ever knew. 73 
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Not far away from Elm Hill, as the legendary crow 
flies, lies Omeo in East Gippsland. There, in 1873, James 
Stirling was appointed District Surveyor and Lands Officer. 
Stirling's interests and activities were not limited to 
those of his position. He also undertook geological, 
botanical and meteorological research for the Mines 
Department, and some years earlier had spent a time living 
with the blacks at Lakes Entrance, making good friends 
among them and learning their language. 
In her autobiography Memories of an Australian 
Childhood, his daughter Amie recalled the winter of her 
fifth year. Her brother, two years her senior, had been 
left behind with the Aborigines after a visit to Lakes 
Entrance when his absent-minded father, having finished 
some field research, boarded the last coach home before 
snow closed the road until spring. Victor was not missed 
until the end of the journey, and by then, snow had begun 
to fall; the little girl realised 
11 
••• it was too late now. Vic would have to 
spend the winter amongst the gins and 
lubras; but they would take care of him, as 
they had taken care of Father long ago ... 1174 
Mrs Stirling also reassured her daughter that this 
would be so. She had first visited Lakes Entrance when 
Victor was six months old, and knew the Aborigines' 
affection for James Stirling extended to his family. Victor 
had been the first white child they had seen and the black 
women had been enchanted by him. One day he had been taken 
from his crib to their encampment, where he was found later 
by his needlessly alarmed mother, perfectly happy, with 
11 
••• a happy gin crooning Aboriginal lullabies to him ... 117 !l 
Mrs Stirling was positive he would come to no harm in their 
care. 
This confidence was not misplaced. Victor returned to 
his family at the end of his enforced absence well 
nourished, taller, self-confident, and with a fund of 
Aboriginal knowledge that made him the envy of his sister. 
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Nearly a century later, Aboriginal Della Walker was 
caring for both black and white children in the Clarence 
River area. In her life story told to Tina Coutts she said: 
"I have eight granddaughters and twelve 
grandsons ... There are lots of other kiddies 
who look on me as a grandmother. Over the 
years I have fostered many children, even 
white kiddies at times. There's that many of 
them and I love them all."76 
Contact between colonial women and Aborigines was not 
limited to women and children. There were occasions when 
white women were quite fearlessly alone in the company of 
black men. Perhaps no-one had thought to warn them of the 
mythical black rapist! There were even some white men who 
saw this character for what he really was, a figment of 
lurid imagination or guilty male conscience. 
Perhaps one of the most telling illustrations of 
trust, given the protective attitude adopted by most 19th 
century middle and upper class British towards their female 
relatives, was the willingness of Dr Wilson of Braidwood to 
allow his young daughter to manage his household while the 
servants included a male Aborigine. Not only that, there 
were sometimes up to fifty Aboriginal men, women and 
children living on the station, with between twelve and 
twenty working at various tasks at any one time. Presumably 
the doctor would have spent a good deal of his time away 
from home attending to patients. He must have felt quite 
confident of Mary's safety among the blacks. 
Mary Wilson, later Mowle, was born in England in 1827, 
and was aged ten and a half when her mother died at 
Braidwood. She then assumed the major responsibility for 
the management of the family home, and while she was acting 
in this capacity 
"For two years Wilson employed the son of 
the Aboriginal chief of the Braidwood 
district in the kitchen to wait at 
table ... "7 7 
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Mary's precise age during those years is not clear, but 
"Mundilly" was there in 1840 when at the age of thirteen 
she acted as hostess to Bishop and Mrs Broughton. 
The Braidwood Aborigines were remembered 
affectionately by Mary Moore-Bentley who was born in 1865 
and lived with her family in the neighbouring land district 
of Durran Durra in the 1870's. They were often visited by 
the local blacks and one vivid memory was of 
" ... a dusky lubra with her fat baby slung on 
her back in a blanket ... Mother chatted to 
the woman, and cooed to the baby trying to 
make it laugh ... 11 1 a 
Like most little girls, Mary was fascinated by babies. 
She was much distressed by the death of a young black woman 
and her baby during the annual tribal migration to a warmer 
climate for the winter. The woman had begun the journey too 
soon after the birth, and Mary said of the tragic 
consequences: 
"I was sorry to hear of it for I loved the 
Aborigines, and always wanted to buy the 
baby - I would have exchanged my best doll 
for it, and they had let it die with its 
poor mother."79 
Of Aborigines in general, Mrs Moore-Bentley said: 
"I have had my goods stolen but not by the 
aboriginals ... I have received much kindness 
at the hands of the descendants of the 
Aboriginal race of this continent we have 
called Australia."eo 
Mary Moore-Bentley's very positive girlhood 
experiences with Aborigines mirrored those of numerous 
other women. In an article published in the Sydney Mail in 
1926, when she was aged 93, Mrs J.H. Young said one of her 
earliest memories was of a day when about 20 blacks came on 
to the verandah of her home at Port Macquarie. Black 
families often camped by the creek near the house and the 
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day after arriving would visit the family, "never vulgar or 
rude, but with the politeness of a courtier." Mrs Young was 
apparently allowed to return the visits, because her 
article contains detailed descriptions of Aboriginal food 
gathering and cooking, housing construction, modes of 
travel - noting that the gins and children meekly followed 
the men - and methods of transporting possessions. 81 
At Roseneath Station on Lake Wellington, in Gippsland, 
Isabel Farran remembered that although "Men on the warpath 
were much dreaded, otherwise they (the blacks) were 
peaceful ... " and the family 
" ... always had plenty of servants, 
government controled (sic) as well as native 
blacks - I have of ten been brought back from 
the orchard, a distance from the house, 
riding the old mare in front of a gin."82 
Mrs Lucy Crane was born at North Lismore in 1851, and 
remembered blacks "peeping in at the doors and windows just 
to see the funny things the white people had in their 
houses." Sometimes she went to watch corroborees held near 
her home. The local Aborigines were friendly if treated 
kindly, were especially fond of white children and liked 
the Europeans to be interested in what they did. 83 
In common with most early colonials, especially those 
as compulsively religious as herself, Georgiana Molloy had 
undoubtedly been indoctrinated with the prevailing 
Christian theories about the nature of savages. At first at 
Augusta, on the far south-west coast of Western Australia, 
grief-stricken by the death of her first child, she was 
further depressed by the sombre colours of the Australian 
bush, and feared that unseen beneath that dense, dark 
canopy " ... there must be some tribes of Natives ... and they 
are the most degraded of humanity ... " 8 4 
Later, with the emotional trauma past and a heal thy 
second daughter to console her, Georgiana revised her 
opinions. She was touched by Aborigines' interest in the 
Friendly Relations 96 
little girl, and their gentleness of approach. Her 
acceptance of their kindly intentions was rewarded as she 
related to a Scottish friend in 1833: 
" ... I send you a bunch of emu feathers given 
me by Mobin, a native chief ... The natives 
are very fond of all the settlers at 
Augusta, and we live on the most peaceful 
terms ... But 
indiscretion 
at 
of 
the Swan, from the 
and several persons 
particularly their servants, they are 
hostile ... They are delighted with Sabina and 
she is not in the least alarmed by their 
black figures and rude voices. She will 
dance opposite the native children with 
great glee ... "8 !5 
Georgiana was soon to gain renown as one of the first 
colonial botanists. Most young ladies in the 18th and 19th 
centuries learned something of botany, and Georgiana's 
intense interest had no doubt been kindled early. At 
Augusta, it was to develop to a professional level. She 
studied the indigenous plants, and sent many collections of 
specimens and seeds to England for classification, together 
with meticulous field notes on propagation and habitat. 
This work entailed frequent excursions into the bush where 
once Georgiana would not have ventured. By the time Sabina 
was six, supreme confidence had replaced fear, and the 
child sometimes went short distances alone to check the 
progress of plants. Longer journeys were undertaken on 
horseback, and then Georgiana needed an escort. One such 
expedition took place in 1841 shortly after a prolonged 
period of racial unrest. She wrote of an unconventional 
aspect which must have startled her friend at home in the 
sedate Scottish manse: 
" ... Molloy would not accompany me so I 
placed myself under the guidance of three of 
the Natives ... "as 
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Alexandra Hasluck believes that Georgiana's trust in 
these Aborigines not only reflects her own courage, but 
also indicates that under ordinary circumstances the 
natives were not held in dread. It is unlikely that 
Georgiana considered herself in the least courageous. She 
found the blacks willing and capable assistants whose 
knowledge of plant life was invaluable, and did not doubt 
their affection for her. Only the previous year when she 
had been desperately ill after the birth of her fourth 
surviving daughter, she had been surprised and delighted 
" ... to receive a Nosegay from a native who is aware of my 
floral passion ... "87 and knew herself held in esteem. 
And who could doubt the trust widowed Elizabeth Hume 
must have placed in the blacktracker who escorted her on 
the long journey from Gunning to the pastoral run near 
present-day Yarrawonga she took over from her brother-in-
law Hamilton Hume?aa 
With her nine children and an unknown number of 
servants, Elizabeth would have depended on "Wellington" to 
guide the party safely to its destination. She must also 
have been totally convinced of "Wellington's" personal 
integrity, 
Yarroweyah 
for 
as it 
the 
was 
plan 
in the 
of Byramine 
Humes' time) 
Homestead 
with its 
(or 
safe 
central fortress room reflects extreme caution superimposed 
on the inborn courage of a woman prepared to make such a 
move. From that room, with the doors to the rooms leading 
off it open, the occupants had a panoramic view of their 
surroundings, and with them closed, protection from attack 
by bushrangers or blacks. 
It is not surprising that Elizabeth Hume should appear 
more conscious than many colonial women of the dangers that 
might be associated with her move on to the land. Her 
husband had been shot by a bushranger at the peaceful 
settlement of Gunning, and her new home was not far from 
the site of the Faithfull massacre. Yet she had been left 
with the responsibility of supporting her family, and 
Hamilton Hume already held the lease for Yarroweyah. When 
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he offered it to her, it must have seemed sensible to 
accept and apply for the transfer later, rather than face 
the delays and official obstructiveness which might have 
accompanied attempts to obtain a new station for herself. 
There seem to be no records of any attacks on 
Yarroweyah, which was held by Elizabeth Hume or some of her 
children until 1865.89 It is very likely that Mrs Hume had 
more reason to fear attack by bushrangers than Aborigines. 
This was the experience of Jessie Lloyd, who went to 
live at Terembone Station, near Coonamble, in 1868 when her 
first baby was only a few months old. Jessie Lloyd was well 
prepared for the neighbours she was to have at Terembone. 
Before setting out on the long journey up country she spent 
some months in Sydney with her husband's parents and 
grandmother. The latter was the widow of the Reverend 
Lancelot Threlkeld, who had founded the first mission for 
Aborigines at Lake Macquarie. Jessie may or may not have 
agreed with the motives of missions, but she learned a good 
deal about Aborigines and their customs from the two older 
women. After she settled at Terembone the local black women 
often visited her and the tribal matriarch, Sally, became 
her particular favourite. 9o It may have been she who 
imparted the knowledge which formed the basis of four 
scholarly if slightly patronising articles entitled 
'Aborigines, Their Habits, Laws and Customs' which Jessie 
wrote for the Illustrated Sydney News in 1883, under the 
pen name of "Silverleaf". 
The Aborigines of Terembone were Jessie Lloyd's 
friends and she was always completely safe among them. In 
contrast, it was only the unexpectedly early return of her 
husband from a muster that saved her from having to shoot 
the lecherous white bushranger she had surprised in her 
kitchen one moonlight night.91 
The above vignettes illuminate an aspect of Australian 
history which has received no previous attention. Here are 
the "substantial'' accounts of friendships between black and 
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white women which have so far eluded Myrna Tonkinson. Here 
too are examples of "mateship of the bush'' in female form, 
a phenomenon never before identified by historians. Here, 
in short, is proof of the existence of cross-cultural 
friendships which were the source of a great deal of mutual 
pleasure to the women concerned. 
100 
Ch.a.pt.er 5 
E:x:ploit.ed 
It would be unrealistic to expect that all 
relationships between black and white women would be 
harmonious. A great many of them were, as we have seen in 
the previous chapter, but unfortunately others were 
characterised by varying degrees of oppression. If the 
veracity of this study is not to be called into question, 
they must also be analysed. 
In his latest book, With the White People, Henry 
Reynolds has paid tribute to 
" ... the thousands of Aboriginal men, women 
and children who worked for the Europeans in 
all parts of the country and more 
particularly in the centre and north of the 
continent ... who were in a very real sense 
Australia's black pioneers. 11 1 
These people guided the explorers and worked for the 
settlers. 
Without their labour white settlement would have been 
much more difficult, if not impossible, in some areas. The 
financial rewards would also have been considerably lower. 
Aboriginal labour had several advantages in the 
outback. It was usually readily available and could be 
called upon when needed. As a rule, it did not require 
housing and above all, it was cheap. There were no wage 
awards and even when these came into being there was no 
attempt to enforce them. The great majority of blacks did 
not understand the European money system, and until well 
into the twentieth century there were only a very few 
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stations where they were paid cash wages. More usually 
payment was in kind: poor quality food and clothing, 
tobacco and in some cases and illegally, alcohol. 
Aborigines were often regarded as station property in 
much the same way as the sheep and cattle. Ill-treatment 
seems to have been fairly widespread, 
north-west, and not unlike that of 
plantations. Families were separated 
particularly in the 
Negroes on American 
at the whim of the 
station owner, manager, or homestead mistress. It was by no 
means unusual for white women to insist that black servants 
stay away from relatives' camps. 
Work often began at or before daylight, both in the 
homestead and out on the station, and continued at least 
until dark, even for quite young girls and boys. Both could 
be expected to do heavy work, and some lived in fear of 
corporal punishment for mistakes or accidents. Girls 
sometimes combined the duties of lady's maid, nursemaid, 
housemaid and washerwoman. For them, in hot climates, a 
further burden was the Western uniforms which were the 
pride and joy of many a mistress. And often there was a 
constant fear of unwelcome white male attention. 
A few tried unsuccessfully to run away. Some certainly 
did so in an effort to escape harsh treatment, while others 
would have been obliged to attend to personal matters of 
which Europeans were generally ignorant. At Cossack on the 
north-west coast of Western Australia between 1880 and 1892 
Wallara absconded from three different white employers, two 
of them women. It was there also that Marrygo ran away from 
a Mrs McCarthy three times in the period 1880-1881. 2 Each 
time they were returned to their employers by the police 
under the provisions of the current Master and Servant Act, 
one of a number of such Acts which governed the employment 
of labour in Australia throughout the nineteenth century. 
In Western Australia the original Act provided for one 
month's gaol for an employee who absconded from service3 
but in 1892 due to pressure from influential pastoralists, 
this was increased to three months for Aboriginal workers. 4 
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For the Act to be invoked there was supposed to be a 
written agreement between the parties, but as Hunt has 
pointed out, many Aborigines would have had no idea of the 
meaning of such a document. As well, it is unlikely that 
the police ever bothered to establish its existence before 
pursuing a runaway. 
Wallara and Marrygo and others like them were not only 
virtually enslaved by European mistresses; on a good many 
stations they were never entirely safe from harassment by 
white male employees, visitors or family members. Their 
feelings on these matters can be gauged from Daisy 
Corunna's remarks to her granddaughter Sally Morgan. Of her 
treatment at the hands of white people early in the 
twentieth century, Daisy said: 
"Some men can't be trusted. They just 
mongrels. They get you down on the floor and 
they won't let you get up ... We had no 
protection when we was in service. I know a 
lot of native servants had kids to white men 
because they was forced. Makes you cry to 
think how black women have been treated in 
this country. "ti 
Myrna Tonkinson believes white women did little to 
defend black women treated in this way. She has said: 
"The presence of white women on the frontier 
did not necessarily result in changes in 
relationships between Aborigines and 
whites ... there was no disappearance or even 
diminution of sexual contact between black 
women and white men, but perhaps greater 
pains were taken to conceal it and greater 
tensions ensued for all concerned. There are 
many allusions (often subtle) to sexual 
rivalry between white women and Aboriginal 
women, in fiction and in historical and 
biographical works." 6 
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Allusions, however, are intangible and open to 
exaggeration and misinterpretation. While this situation 
was probably not uncommon, especially if the white women 
arrived late on the scene, it is important to stress that 
it was not universal. For instance, had there been any 
harassment of the Aboriginal women of Exmoor Station it 
would not have escaped the attention of Rachel Henning. 
Rachel Henning was thirty five in 1862 when she 
arrived in Australia for the second time and went to live 
on her brother's station on the Bowen River near Port 
Denison in Queensland. 
At Exmoor there were white servants to whom orders 
were given daily in the English manner. A separate larder 
was maintained for the Hennings and the servants had few 
luxuries, as Rachel indicated in a letter to the sister who 
had remained in England. She said: 
"Annie ... makes the butter; if there is 
plenty, the servants are given some; if not, 
they do without. It is by no means a right 
as it is in England."' 
In the station society of Exmoor it was logical to 
Rachel that Aborigines should form the bottom layer. She 
viewed them with kindly amusement and treated them rather 
like simple minded children, not expecting too much of 
them. She was not in the least perturbed by the rule which 
required them to eat at a bench outside the kitchen door. 8 
In 1863 there was something of a domestic crisis. The 
white washerwoman had departed, and although Rachel and her 
sister Annie were prepared to wash dainty personal items, 
it was unthinkable that ladies would do more. There was no 
help for it. In a letter to English relatives, Rachel said 
resignedly: 
" ... Biddy a black gin, washes at present. 
The things are of rather a remarkable colour 
when they come out of her hands, but she 
does her best ... "9 
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Naturally, in order to perform her domestic tasks, 
Biddy had to be decently clothed. Victorianism had had its 
impact on remote Queensland. The Henning sisters could 
happily ignore the unconventionality of their lives at 
Exmoor, where the household included numerous single 
gentlemen and brother Biddulph was not always at home, but 
Biddy in her native state offended delicate sensibilities. 
Nothing flimsy or feminine was necessary for a black gin, 
of course, so Rachel was able to find suitable material 
" ... to manufacture a dress ... out of two 
stout blue linen shirts ... from the 
store ... it will make her a very stout 
garment ... " 1 0 
Biddy's husband was Alick, one of the "black boys" at 
Exmoor. As Rachel explained: 
" ... they are always called 'boys' though the 
said Alick must be thirty five at 
least ... " 11 
Alick drove the bullock wagon to and from Port Denison, 
tracked lost stock and accompanied Biddulph on long 
journeys to his distant stations. Like others of his kind, 
he was considered faithful and completely reliable; Rachel 
had never heard of a blackboy harming his master. They were 
useful servants in the bush, and always knew if there were 
wild blacks about. 
Wild blacks invaded the Exmoor run early in 1864, and 
" ... robbed the shepherd's hut at the Two 
Mile Station, carrying off everything he 
possessed; even his comb ... "12 
but Biddulph, Alick and another "station black", Billy 
" ... gave chase, and tracked the tribe to 
their camp among the hills, where they found 
all the stolen property. They burnt the 
camp ... as a lesson to them to keep off the 
run in future, but Biddulph would not allow 
the boys to shoot them as they were very 
anxious to do ... "13 
Exploited 105 
One has the impression that Rachel would not have been 
too shocked if the "wild blacks" had been shot. It was 
almost as though they were not really human. Not that 
either Rachel or Annie showed any fear of the blacks, 
whether they were wild or regarded as station property. The 
Hennings might not have gone so far as to sell the 
civilised Alick with Exmoor or bequeath him to a 
beneficiary in one of their wills, but neither did they 
credit him with the same capacity to think, feel and reason 
as themselves. 
Undoubtedly Biddulph Henning and his sisters exploited 
Aborigines, yet they treated them kindly. They would have 
seen little difference between their use of black labour in 
Australia and the master-servant system which had operated 
in England. Under the latter system, the remnants of which 
still lingered in the nineteenth century, masters and 
mistresses assumed total, lifelong authority over dependent 
servants, often over generations, in a manner redolent of 
ownership. In Australia, the Aborigines' lack of material 
possessions and apparent lack of intelligence and education 
suggested to some Europeans that here was another source of 
labour which could be similarly employed. Some were 
astonished to find that Aborigines were in fact highly 
self-reliant and many were also resistant to the idea of 
servitude, at least until the white invaders had destroyed 
much of their culture and environment. 
On stations where the molestation of black women was 
the norm, the arrival of white women generally came too 
late to do much to alleviate the situation. It was 
difficult enough to move into an established household, 
however rough. The new mistress was likely to find herself 
regarded as an interloper whose authority was recognised 
reluctantly at best and ignored if possible. This applied 
particularly to a bride inexperienced in both housekeeping 
and life in the bush. With her husband absent for hours or 
days on end, the woman was left alone to battle with 
uncooperative domestics and would have been unlikely to 
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concern herself with matters outside the house. Even if she 
had done so, she would have wielded little influence. 
As Raymond Evans has pointed out, "contemporary racism 
and sexism" meant that Aboriginal women were "ranked lowest 
in the social hierarchy".1 4 They were also regarded as "a 
side benefit of working on remote cattle 
stations. "1 0 Indeed, some managers exploited young tribal 
women "as 'bait' to attract single men or keep them at 
their jobs". 16 Others tried to prevent white men visiting 
the camps, but if any were successful their numbers are 
unknown. Certainly a proportion met with defiance and even 
threats of violence if they persisted.17 
As some historians have suggested, the discovery or 
suspicion of sexual liaisons between husbands and black 
women might have coloured inter-racial relationships in 
some instances. It is doubtful whether many shocked young 
brides would have had Jane Bardsley's courage when such a 
question first arose in her mind. Most probably agonised in 
silence. 
Jane was eighteen when she married Tom Atherton in 
1895 and went with him to live at Midlothian Station in the 
Gulf country. Her new household consisted of a jealous 
"chinaman cook" and two young Aboriginal housemaids who in 
addition to their domestic duties were a source of 
considerable girlish amusement. They also tutored the 
newcomer in the ways of the outback. "One stockman and 
several niggers" were sent by each of the neighbouring 
stations to the first muster held at Midlothian after 
Jane's arrival. She was horrified to learn from her maids 
that the blacks were not all boys as they appeared from a 
distance, but included the stockmen's paramours - and this 
when she had thought they looked hsuch nice men"! She 
decided to ask Tom about his bachelor days. The answer was 
predictable and so was her trust in him: 
" ... I am sure Tom was not like these men 
before I came to stay. He declares he knew 
Jane 
material 
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nothing about Mary-mary gins and I do 
believe him."te 
Bardsley' s memoirs 
she left seems to 
in letter form - for 
have been19 - reveal 
so the 
racist 
attitudes tinged with class-consciousness of which, unlike 
Rachel Henning, she was possibly quite unaware. The 
derogatory terms "abo", "nigger" and "Mary-mary" came 
naturally to her even when she was writing about Aboriginal 
women as friends, but it must be remembered that they were 
in common Australian usage at the time. They seem to have 
crept into Jane's vocabulary during her years in a Brisbane 
convent and so probably also reflect contemporary religious 
views about "savages." 
Jane went hunting, food gathering and swimming with 
the black women on Midlothian and eventually identified so 
closely with them that she was to say "I am certainly not 
much good among the white women as I cannot understand 
their ways."20 
This was the woman who locked up her maids at night to 
protect them from predatory men21 and who wished she could 
have shot a visiting station "boss" who forced his 
attentions on one of them. 22 Yet paradoxically it was also 
the woman who arranged for the capture of "a little Mary-
mary about ten years of age for a friend in Normanton to 
break in for housework" and who tied this unfortunate child 
- who "tried to claw and bite" when Jane went near her - to 
one of her black maids "until she was quiet enough to take 
to town. "2 3 And it was the woman who was to become well 
aware of the ravages of venereal disease among her black 
friends, 2" yet her only action seemed to be to separate 
herself from them. There was no suggestion that she made 
any enquiries about medical attention for them. 2 ~ 
Then there was Pigeon, an Aboriginal girl fostered by 
Jane and her husband. Aged two and a half and ill with 
pneumonia when she arrived, Pigeon was treated kindly but 
not quite as a white child. Jane said: 
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"Since we have no child of our own we are 
treating her as our adopted one. She is such 
a tiny mite and is so grateful for our care. 
Torn has made her a wooden cot and she sleeps 
on the verandah near our door. When she was 
very ill she slept in our bedroom and Torn 
took his share of watching while I slept. I 
am much happier now that I have little 
Pigeon. She is a darling and will stretch 
out her frail little arms when Torn or I go 
near her cot and whisper Missus or Boss with 
a loving light in her eyes."26 
Pigeon continued to sleep on the verandah, apparently 
as she grew older in blankets infested with fleas. 2 7 She 
remained with the family for nineteen years, acting at 
various times as nursegirl, housemaid and waitress. A 
governess was employed for the Atherton children, but Jane 
"never bothered about Pigeon's education 11 ,2e except to 
teach her to read and write. An acquaintance had once had a 
"gin girl" taught music to a high standard "but every now 
and again she would revert to type and run away to her 
native camp", eventually dying "from filth and disease 
among the abos". 29 Presumably Jane thought the education of 
Pigeon might be similarly wasted. Perhaps in the end she 
silently congratulated herself on this decision, since 
Pigeon had to be summarily banished to a mission station 
after trying to conceal the birth of a baby. Although Jane 
professed herself much distressed by the parting, she 
managed to ignore the pleas of the girl to her "Mother" to 
allow her to stay, 30 and was later to say resignedly "I 
suppose it is just abo nature to stray in the way she 
did." 31 
At one level, Jane Bardsley looked upon the women of 
Midlothian almost as sisters, yet at another there is no 
doubt that she exploited Aboriginal labour. Her black 
housemaids worked for food, shelter and the unbleached 
calico dresses and underwear their mistress stitched for 
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them32 - in contrast to her own cool, sheer trousseau 
muslins and lace trimmed petticoats.33 Like the stout blue 
linen favoured by Rachel Henning, calico was suitable for 
the "poor lubras" and the several layers the otherwise 
broadminded Jane regarded as necessary for the sake of 
modesty must have been unbearably hot. One wonders whether 
the girls would have preferred to resurrect the voluminous 
and much airier men's shirts which had previously been 
their only covering! Unfortunately, their thoughts on the 
subject were not recorded, nor were those of others like 
them. As more and more Aboriginal women's history is 
transcribed from oral sources this information may yet be 
discovered. 
Still, perhaps it was better to be hot than to shiver 
in Sydney frosts. Mrs Margaret Tucker's first employer 
dressed her in summer and winter " ... in a thin blouse and 
skirt and underneath a hessian sugar-bag singlet." She had 
no other underclothing or footwear and on the coldest 
mornings wrapped herself in a bag in a vain attempt to keep 
warm.3 4 
The demands of white women that black servants wear 
European clothing must have amounted almost to torture in 
the hot parts of the continent. At Minilya Station near 
Carnarvon at the end of the nineteenth century Mrs Angus 
McLeod insisted that her Aboriginal maids wear full-length 
white dresses. 3 ~ In the same era and still further north, 
in the Ord River district, the black domestic staff at 
Flora River Station wore red skirts and white blouses. 36 At 
Bangate, Katie Langloh Parker dressed her three small maids 
in "little white frocks with red sashes." As a finishing 
touch, Katie gave each a palm-leaf fan - "with which to fan 
us on the gaspingly still nights as we sat at dinner"! 37 
Nevertheless such uniforms were an improvement on 
institutional wear. Marnie Kennedy handed down "bag 
dresses" to the younger girls on Palm Island when she 
started work in 1932 at the age of thirteen. 38 At 
Brewarrina in 1938 Lorna Dixon remembered the "stiff, hot 
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and prickly" calico underwear and flannel dresses which 
"never softened after washing" she had to sew for 
herself. 39 The bloomers made of flour bags included in 
Glenyse Ward's 1950's wardrobe at Wandering Mission in 
Western Australia would have been equally uncomfortable. 4o 
And it must be remembered that white matrons had charge of 
girls in these institutions. 
The overt aim of missions was to civilise and 
Christianise "savages" and train them to be useful - and 
lowly - members of the imported society. Most were also 
committed to the destruction of the indigenous culture. The 
use of local languages was generally forbidden and 
Aboriginal names were replaced by new ones chosen by the 
missionaries. Training methods usually involved 
exploitation of labour little better than those employed on 
the stations. 
Marnie Kennedy was born in 1919 to an Aboriginal 
mother who had been ''owned" by a station since she was nine 
years old and 
" ... had no schooling but learnt to cook, sew 
and do washing and ironing. The station 
owners named her Rose and she was made to 
work hard and long hours. She had a tribal 
name but it was never used."41 
Marnie was sent to Palm Island mission as a small girl. 
There 
"Each morning the whole dormitory had to be 
scrubbed and disinfected by the big 
girls ... We small kids had the job of keeping 
the yard clean ... we were belted out of bed 
at five in the morning by the headmistress 
and believe me, she could lay the stick 
on. "4 2 
At an age when white girls would still have been 
playing with dolls, Emily Margaret Horneville had already 
lost her childish trust and discovered there were some 
white women who were anything but exemplary in their 
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dealings with Aborigines. Her story is one of those now 
being preserved through the efforts of both black and white 
Australians, particularly women. Without such work, vital 
historical information would soon be in danger of being 
lost for all time. 
Mrs Horneville was born about 1882, and when in her 
90's, told linguist Lynette Oates of her happy childhood in 
the camp at Milroy Station on the Culgoa River, near 
Brewarrina. 
There, she said the boss's wife, Mrs Armstrong, " .. was 
like a mother to me ... " 4 3 and the white children were her 
playmates. Even so, the carefree days were soon over. Like 
many another little black girl, at Mrs Armstrong's far from 
motherly suggestion, Mrs Horneville began work as a 
housemaid at the age of ten. 
It was a rude awakening. A position was found for the 
child at Bunari Station where the mistress was given to 
swearing at her juvenile servants and beating them with a 
whip. 4 4 Luckily, Mrs Armstrong soon heard of this and 
demanded the return of the child. Later employers were 
fortunately of a different breed, restoring Emily's faith 
in white women. One stood out from all the rest. For all 
her long life, the old lady had remembered with great 
fondness the kind Mrs English of Yurin Point Station and 
her husband. They had treated her as a daughter rather than 
a servant.4~ 
Oddly enough, it was in the generally pitiless north-
west that one prominent pastoral lady incurred official 
censure for her ill-treatment (the nature of which Susan 
Hunt has not specified) of a half-caste thirteen year old 
nursemaid. In 1900, in possibly the only case of its kind, 
Fanny Durack was fined by the Wyndham court and the girl in 
question ordered to be removed from her household. 46 
The extent of such cruelty in the outback period will 
never be known. A white woman given to abusing Aboriginal 
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servants would certainly not have been inclined to 
publicise the fact, and native women were not literate. If 
there were more stories like these, they could only have 
been passed on orally, or lost with the death of the 
victims. Ugly girlhood experiences recounted by Aboriginal 
women of today suggest that they and their female forbears 
have been the butt of a good deal of violence, abuse and 
exploitation on the part of white women in positions of 
authority. 
Sally Morgan has included the life stories of her 
mother and grandmother in her autobiography My Place. 
Grandmother Daisy was born in 1900 on Howden Drake-
Brockman' s Corunna Station and believed herself to be his 
daughter. As a girl she was a "house native" at the 
homestead where the first Mrs Drake-Brockman administered 
discipline with a bullock cane or by "thumping" black 
heads. 47 Later, in Perth as the second Mrs Drake-Brockman's 
overworked housemaid-cum-nursemaid she was not even 
provided with a bed, much less a bedroom. She was left to 
climb into a box on the verandah to keep warm enough to 
sleep. 4 B 
At the insistence of Mrs Drake-Brockman, Daisy's 
daughter Gladys - Sally's mother and by inference also 
Drake-Brockman's daughter4 s - became one of the generation 
of children of white fathers taken away from Aboriginal 
mothers and placed in homes. 
This was Gladys Corunna' s fate in 1931 when she was 
three years old. Her childhood memories included beatings 
so severe that she was sometimes rendered temporarily deaf, 
inflicted by a white house mother. 00 
Glenyse Ward was a little more fortunate. She spent 
fourteen of her first fifteen years in relative happiness 
in Catholic missions before going into domestic service in 
the mid 1960s. Then the shocks began. In her first 
situation she was not physically maltreated, but had to 
endure frequent tirades of the most vitriolic verbal abuse 
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from a mistress who referred to her as a slave, and ordered 
her to disinfect a car seat she had occupied.~ 1 
As more is learned from Aboriginal women, experiences 
of this nature are likely to be repeated and the volume of 
information will probably match what is already known about 
the male experience. No figures are available, but many 
Aboriginal men have told stories of being sent out to work 
with cattle at the age of eight or ten, of punishment by 
boot, fist or whip for even minor misdemeanours and of 
working a lifetime for no monetary reward except perhaps 
for a handout of some pocket-money when they went to town 
with the master. Some women fared little better. 
"Slavery" is not a preferred term used to describe the 
manner in which Aboriginal labour was obtained by 
Europeans, yet in many instances it was little else. 
Perhaps in this regard, Americans were more honest. 
Certainly, slave markets did not officially exist in 
Australia, but one might question whether the reports of 
women being sold in the far north-west in the 1870's were 
entirely without foundation.~2 Otherwise, conditions in the 
two countries were remarkably similar. Brutality, 
restriction of freedom, enforced prostitution, separation 
of families - all the elements are there. Some slaves in 
America were at least able to write letters to one another, 
thereby leaving very personal testaments to the feelings of 
a subjugated people. Most Aborigines were denied this means 
of white man's communication, hence the importance of oral 
history to proper research into the colonial period. 
Daisy Corunna's simple words leave no-one in doubt as 
to the terrible effect of a lifetime of servitude to 
Europeans. She said : 
"All my life I been treated rotten, real 
rotten. Nobody's cared if I've looked 
pretty. I been treated like a beast. Just 
like a beast of the field . And now, here I 
am ... old. Just a dirty old blackfella ... "~ 3 
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Surprisingly though, she did not harbour such an 
unrelenting hatred towards white people as was indicated by 
an old black woman to an American researcher. Seventy years 
earlier, her sister had been sold, and she had neither 
forgiven nor forgotten. No white person had ever been 
allowed in her house, nor would they be, despite the fact 
that "Folks say white folks is all right dese days ... "~ 4 
It is probably true to say that every black woman who 
worked for Europeans was oppressed to some degree, and 
furthermore there is no shadow of doubt that some were 
subjected to severe mental and physical abuse. However, it 
is also probable that, faced with a direct accusation of 
exploitation, many white women would have been genuinely 
shocked. It is, for instance, highly unlikely that 
Georgiana Mccrae saw herself in this light, for her journal 
indicates a considerable degree of affection for the 
Aborigines she knew. Yet while she paid calls black women 
worked for her, chopping wood and carrying water - heavy 
tasks that would not have been expected of white female 
servants and probably received very little tangible 
reward for their labour. 
Exploitative white women have attracted withering 
comments from a number of feminist historians including, as 
we have seen, Robyn Rowland and Su-Jane Hunt. Aboriginal 
academics Eve Fesl and Bobbi Sykes (see Chapter 6) have 
understandably been even more scathing in condemnation of 
them, and they have also achieved prominence in Aboriginal 
oral history. However, a balance is needed. It would be 
unfair to concentrate on white women who took advantage of 
black women to the exclusion of those who did not. It is on 
this latter group - which I believe was by far the larger -
and their Aboriginal friends that my study has been 
particularly focused. 
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At long last, the presence of white women on the 
fringes of European settlement in Australia is being 
acknowledged. It is also now conceded, at least by feminist 
historians, that their activities were not confined solely 
to the kitchen and nursery. 
This new visibility, however, is not without its 
price. It has given rise to debate which has placed women 
in yet another no-win situation. 
One school of thought accuses them of ruining the 
inter-racial harmony men had taken great pains to establish 
prior to their arrival on whatever scene might be under 
discussion. The opposing view is that frontier violence was 
at least in part attributable to the initial absence of 
their softening influence. In short, they were never in the 
right place at the right time. 
Worse still are allegations that women's need of 
protection was a root cause of Aboriginal massacres. If 
this as so, it might have been expected that black men, as 
the feared potential rapists and murderers, would have been 
singled out, but women and children were also killed 
indiscriminately. 
If, as Judith Murray-Prior has suggested, there were 
women on the outback stations made hysterical with fear by 
tales of Aboriginal atrocities against their sex, their 
identity has not been revealed in the wide range of reading 
on which this study is based. Certainly, the application in 
hindsight of nineteenth century male judgements seems to 
colour some reminiscences, but as we have seen 
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(Mrs Musgrave, Chapter 3) , the recollections of women are 
perhaps not entirely immune from embroidery either. Because 
of nineteenth century constraints on female behaviour it 
seems to have become an historical convention that in 
circumstances considered dangerous by men, women must 
necessarily have become panic-stricken. 
My research suggests the numbers of such women 
probably matched those of the black rapists - that is to 
say, they were almost non-existent. Those who were nervous 
in the bush probably kept their fears to themselves, or 
confessed them to their diaries if they lacked the company 
of other women. 
The abject female terror conjectured by Murray-Prior 
may well have been a state that some men, driven by guilt, 
attempted to induce as a means of control over women to 
ensure they did not fall victim to the black men's fabled 
attractions. More 
male hysteria 
likely, there was 
which manifested 
a prevalent form of 
itself in over-
protectiveness. These men would certainly have wished to 
ensure the continued purity of their women and through 
them, of the superior white race. 
Racial mutation, the universal aftermath of 
colonisation (which at first puzzled and distressed black 
mothers so much that some of the light-skinned babies were 
killed), in Australia resulted not only from rape, but also 
from genuinely affectionate long-term relationships, 
including some legal marriages. However, all too often it 
reflected one of the worst crimes committed by white men 
against Aborigines. It is now generally acknowledged that 
rape has much to do with the subjection of perceived 
inferiors and that it symbolises subjection, not only of 
the women concerned, but also of the men associated with 
them. 
In my research I have found little evidence to support 
Elizabeth West's sweeping claim that the attitude of white 
women towards Aborigines was at first one of repugnance, 
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followed either by total disinterest or " ... philanthropic 
attempts to inculcate in these wretched of the earth a new 
morality" . 1 Such women have proven as elusive as those of 
Judith Murray-Prier's study. 
Similarly, there is a widespread belief that gently 
bred colonial ladies would have been shocked by Aboriginal 
dress, or lack of it. Some were, but this was by no means a 
universal reaction. Christiana Blomfield complained it was 
" ... disgraceful to a town like Sydney to meet the Natives 
of both sexes intirely (sic) naked ... " ,2 Penelope Selby 
felt her cheeks burn when she saw ladies and gentlemen 
talking to unclad blacks, 3 and Louisa Cl if ton was more 
shocked than she could express at her first sight of some 
who were covered. 4 Another lady of delicate sensibilities 
was Helen Mccourt. In the 1870's Miss Mccourt, lured by the 
scent of adventure, went to Roebourne to join her brother 
on his newly acquired pearling lugger. However, she was so 
horrified to find both crew and divers worked naked that 
she abandoned the idea forthwith and fled ashore to become 
Roebourne's first teacher!~ 
On the other hand, Elizabeth Macarthur, Elizabeth 
Macquarie and any number of others were untroubled by 
visitors either clad in possum skins or not clad at all, 
depending on the weather. And as we have seen, some women 
in the outback so completely shed any inhibitions they may 
have had as to go swimming with black friends "in the buff" 
as Jane Bardsley would have said. 
Recently white women have come under fire yet again, 
this time from their own sex. Both black and white 
academics now denounce them as profiteers of black female 
oppression whose control of resources is second only to 
that of white men. It is argued that for this reason white 
women occupy more powerful positions in society than black 
men and women and that they connive with white men to 
maintain this hierarchical structure. 
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Bobbi Sykes has said: 
"Black women, despite their sexual 
oppression, are correct in their belief that 
oppression is greater on the question of 
race, that along race lines white women 
participate with white men in creating this 
oppression ... "6 
Eve Fesl is in complete agreement. It is her opinion that 
" ... as an oppressive agent of women in our 
society, sexism runs but second to 
Australian racism, which we have imposed on 
us not only by white men but by white 
women ... "7 
Bobbi Sykes further maintains 
"The power relationship that exists between 
the white community and the black community 
exists also in the relationship between 
white women and black women."e 
hence she believes black and white women are unable to meet 
as equals. 
The antagonism these women feel towards white women 
who appear patronising is understandable. So, too, is their 
anger about past events. White women are now in the process 
of coming to terms with the benefits and responsibility 
which is their legacy of that past. Black women obviously 
need much time and space to work through their feelings on 
the same subject, and perhaps only when these processes are 
complete will it be possible to achieve a balanced history 
of women in Australia. 
Much more encouraging is the attitude of the generally 
less highly educated and ever-growing band of black 
historians and biographers whose works have provided 
invaluable source material for this study. They do not 
spare white sensitivity, having set themselves the task of 
recording the past from the black point of view. Theirs are 
down-to-earth accounts of the effects of two hundred years 
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of racism and imperialism. Yet most have a vision of the 
future based on the union of black and white Australians. 
Elsie Roughsey and other women of Mornington Island 
have collaborated with white American psychiatrist Virginia 
Huffer in her study of their lives, The Sweetness of the 
Fig, 9 and more recently Elsie has written her own 
autobiography with the history of her people as a backdrop. 
She has contrasted the old ways with the new and found much 
to regret in the cultural changes brought about by 
Europeans. Yet her book was written particularly for white 
readers " ... so that we may closely contact with love, 
relation and friendship and all unite as one ... 111 0 
Margaret Tucker was awarded an M.B.E for her work with 
Aboriginal people. This work, together with her own 
experiences perhaps gave her more reason than many for 
prejudice 
seventies, 
Cared: 
against Europeans. However, in 1977, in her 
she wrote in her autobiography If Everyone 
" ... we need to put aside our grievances and 
think positively how to put right what is 
wrong in Australia today, to forgive past 
mistakes ... We can do it together. 111 1 
Among other Aboriginal women who have taken up this 
theme is Della Walker, "a proud Aboriginal woman", 1 2 an 
ordained pastor of her church and a prison counsellor. She 
has worked as a mission administrator and served on 
numerous committees handling Aboriginal affairs. She has 
black and white friends, has been a foster mother to black 
and white children and has taught Aboriginal studies to 
both in schools. 
In Me and You she places great emphasis on "caring and 
sharing" between black and white people. In her world this 
has already come about, and it is her vision for the future 
in Australia. 
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Marnie Kennedy's story is one of racial exploitation. 
Her adult life was spent on pastoral stations where 
Aborigines were little more than slaves, working long hours 
for little reward. 
Even so, there were some whites she remembered 
affectionately, and for many years she lived with a white 
man. Her story was written for her grandchildren and for 
all Aboriginal children, so the dark period of their 
history will be known. But her preface carries the 
confidence that in the future "White and black can live 
together in harmony and the barrier of hatred be gone".13 
Jean Hamilton was Foster Parent of the Year in 1983 
and Coonamble' s Citizen of the Year in 1984, both awards 
recognising her work with children. Like Della Walker, she 
visits schools and talks to children of Aboriginal life and 
history and there would be no doubt that her acknowledged 
pride in her ancestry would be conveyed to them. She is yet 
another builder of bridges between black and white and says 
of herself: 
"I have always felt in between an Aborigine 
and a white."14 
I believe this study has shown that links similar to 
those now being nurtured by these and other Aboriginal 
women were forged between black and white women in the 
colonial period. I believe they were able to distance 
themselves from the frontier violence which was not of 
their making and, given freedom from male interference, 
developed cordial relationships from a variety of bases. 
What evolved in some instances amounted almost to a cross-
cul tural, feminine form of the legendary white male 
"mateship of the bush". 
The lives of numerous white women in the outback were 
made more bearable by the company, assistance and advice of 
black women. Even working relationships were often 
characterised by genuine affection on both sides. 
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The extent of deliberate exploitation of black labour 
by white women will never be known, nor will the precise 
reasons for it. Racism and sexual jealousy are both 
possible elements but no entirely satisfactory explanation 
has yet been found. Where the identity of such women is 
known, they are of course, vividly remembered by their 
victims or their victims' descendants, and one or two have 
even achieved the notoriety of inclusion in official 
records. The far greater number who were on friendly terms 
with Aborigines have rarely come to prominence in the 
annals of our history. 
We might ponder as to what might have been had white 
men been as generally tolerant and unbiased as women 
women who from the earliest colonial years were able to 
establish friendly relationships with black women (and 
sometimes black men) in a manner not seen between black and 
white men until they went to war together. 
Colonial women have indeed been hidden from history. 
Far from being the ruin of this small corner of the 
erstwhile Empire, the destroyers of amicable racial 
relations or the catalyst for massacres, their presence was 
at least in some places and at some times, a moderating 
factor. This study has brought them out of obscurity into 
their proper place within the records of their times. 
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